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Working in Australian universities:
pay equity for men and women?

BELINDA PROBERT
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology

This paper is based on a longer report recently published
by the National Tertiary Education Union (Probert et al
1998). The report was the outcome of a large research
project designed to look at what men and women
working in Australian universities as both academic and
general staff are paid, and to examine whether the
differences involve inequity.

At the heart of this project lies the industrial relations
concept of equal pay for work of equal value. Narrowly
conceived, if we can prove that female and male academ-
ics and/or general staff in higher education receive
different rates of pay for the same qualifications, length
of service and job content, then it can be argued that a
breach of the pay equity principle is involved. Defined
more broadly, this leads us to the concept of ‘comparable
worth’ – the comparison of different jobs according to
their skill, complexity and level of responsibility. The
idea is deceptively simple, but the research required is
not so easy.

At a descriptive level we already know quite a lot about
the differences in pay between men and women em-
ployed in Australian universities since pay is largely
determined by their Level of appointment within the
academic and general staff industrial awards. Every year
the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs
(DETYA) publishes data which tells us how many men
and women on continuing or contract appointments are
at what Level, and it is well known that under both
awards women are disproportionately concentrated at
the lower Levels. Tables 1 and 2 provide one illustration
of the gendered distribution of appointments in Austral-
ian universities. In 1996 over three quarters of all female
academics were at Level B or below, compared to less
than half of all male academics; at the same time almost
two thirds of all male general staff were at Level 5 or
above, compared to only 44% of women.

While DETYA data can give us a picture of the
distribution of men and women by Level, it does not
provide the kind of information that would be needed to
explain such a distribution, nor whether this involves

any kind of inequity. For these reasons, we undertook
a large random survey of both academic and general staff
in eighteen public universities, covering the full range of
types of university within the national unified system.
The typology used here is adapted from Marginson
(1997:12).
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These 18 universities each provided us with a 20%
random sample of their academic and general staff (9,133
individuals), to whom surveys were sent. We received a
total of 3,872 useable surveys in return (with 107 re-
turned to sender) which gave us a response rate of
43.6%. Full details of the sample are available in the
report, and it proved remarkably representative of the
larger population by sex, level and discipline. The
exception to this representativeness was the almost total
exclusion of casual staff, about whom universities keep
totally inadequate records. For this reason we looked at
casual staff separately (see Probert et al 1998, Chapter 6).

The survey questions were designed after lengthy
analysis of the central hypotheses to have emerged from
the international literature on pay equity, particularly
that which looks at higher education. The most common
(and competing) theoretical explanations for the gender
gap in pay centre on human capital theory and sociolog-
ical theories about gender relations. Human capital
theory argues that the labour market position of women
derives not from discrimination or gender inequity, but
from the amount of investment women make in their
human capital. The theory assumes that, just like men’s
positions, women’s positions will be a reflection of their
qualifications, relevant experience, and general and job
specific skills.

Human capital theory is important to the gender pay
equity debate for a number of reasons. First, it has been
used to argue that women’s primary responsibility for
children and other dependents is a matter of individual
choice, and that any impact this may have on women’s
ability to accumulate experience and credentials is
irrelevant to the pay equity debate. Second, it has been
used to argue that, as women’s participation in postgrad-
uate study and the lower levels of academic employment
increases, so women will find their overall position in the
sector steadily improving as they build up their levels of
human capital.

Human capital theory rests on the assumption that the
labour market is a meritocracy: the individual receives
the rewards due to them in line with their rationally
calculated investment decisions. But it is this assumed
meritocracy that feminist theories of gender relations
have challenged. They have argued that the disadvan-
tage endured by working women is the product of
institutional arrangements designed by and for men. For
example, it has been shown that the concept of ‘skill’ has
been socially constructed in a way that privileges work
traditionally done by men and devalues that performed
by women – hence the argument, for example, that
universities undervalue teaching in relation to research,
or giving advice to students compared to managing
technical equipment.

The survey was designed to provide data on the actual
incomes of men and women, and also data with which

we could test key hypotheses about the causes of pay
differences. A slightly different survey form was distrib-
uted to academic and general staff because of the need
for a number of questions targeted specifically at each
group, relating in particular to differences in work
content and career progression. The data was used to
develop a regression model which would indicate the
main predictors of income for both men and women.
Further, by using regression, it was intended that the
independent effects of various theoretical propositions
could be tested (human capital arguments, industrial
relations arguments and so on). Four broad types of
questions were asked.

1.The survey asked for information relating to the
respondents’ current job, as well as income. Re-
spondents were also asked to give information on
any extra payments such as market loadings, per-
formance pay or consultancy income. The information
on job content was gathered in order to establish a
preliminary insight into whether there were any
differences in work value between male and female
general staff in the same classification. For academic
staff, questions were asked about teaching, research
and administrative loads in order to test for gender
inequities by Level.

2.The survey also asked a series of questions about the
qualifications and work experience of staff in order
to test the hypothesis that Level is closely related to
these aspects of human capital. The Australian Vice-
Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) was critical of the
earlier NTEU publication on women’s disadvantage
in higher education, Limited Access, because it was
unable to investigate the ‘relationship between aca-
demic qualifications, tenure and level of appointment’.
Yet, as the AVCC points out, a significant number of
departments are now ‘signalling a Ph.D. as the
desirable qualification for appointment at Level B’
(AVCC 1995: 6). Similarly, it was important to gather
data on the number of years respondents had worked
both in higher education and in other industries
providing relevant experience.

3.Alongside these questions about qualifications and
experience we asked a series of questions about
career progression in order to compare men’s and
women’s experience of the promotions process (for
academics) and job evaluation (for general staff).
This included questions designed to measure some
aspects of productivity, including research output.
The questions were designed to test the hypothesis
that women may be disadvantaged by either of these
mechanisms for career development.

4.Respondents in both surveys were also asked a
series of questions about their family circumstances,
and the relationship between their work and family
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commitments. This data was gathered in order to test
a number of hypotheses. There are those who argue
that such considerations are irrelevant to the analysis
of gender pay equity since decisions about family
commitments which make women less competitive
in the higher education labour market compared to
men (e.g. the decision to work part-time or postpone
study for a Ph.D.) are simply matters of personal
choice, reflecting different priorities. In order to test
these arguments, respondents were asked about
their career commitment, about the reasons for
career breaks, and about the
impact of family responsibili-
ties on their employment
history.

Pay equity for academicPay equity for academicPay equity for academicPay equity for academicPay equity for academic
staffstaffstaffstaffstaff
Not surprisingly the survey con-
firmed that academic men earn more
than academic women – about $440
dollars a fortnight more on aver-
age. In the regression model devel-
oped to identify what factors ex-
plain men’s and women’s income,
it is Level that is by far the most
important predictor. The income gap is largely a reflec-
tion of the ‘Level gap’ (as shown in Table 4.). In our
sample 71% of women were at Level A or B, while 45.5%
of men were at these levels (compared to 76% and 47%,
respectively, in the total population).

Levels A and B to see if there is any difference that might
explain this gendered pattern of appointment. And this
produced the first surprise of the research: as Table 5
reveals, men were far more likely than women to have
a Ph.D. at Level B (49% compared to 30%), and also at
level A (34% compared to 25% of women).

We have no data on teaching experience at the time of
appointment, but this difference in qualifications cer-
tainly provides support for human capital theory in this
instance. We also found that women did not seem to be

disadvantaged in the Level of their initial appointment
by their negotiating skills. Just as many women as men
(about a quarter) negotiated over their entry point, and
almost equal proportions of men and women succeeded
in negotiating a higher entry point than originally of-
fered. In sum, there are grounds for thinking that the
unequal starting points of men and women have some-
thing to do with human capital rather than discrimina-
tion.

We also asked about total income, not only that
deriving from Level, including consultancies, market
loadings, performance pay and higher duties. Men were
slightly more likely than women to earn extra income
from these sources, but there was no significant differ-
ence between the sexes in the amount of income
received from market loadings, performance pay and
higher duties (with relatively small numbers of either sex
involved). Only consulting turned out to be significantly
different between the sexes, related largely to discipline,
but in this context such a difference is not an issue of
gender pay equity.

After Level, the most important predictors of income in
our regression model were postgraduate qualifications
and the number of years spent working full-time in
higher education – the key elements of human capital.
Discipline was not a significant determinant of income
for either sex except in the obvious areas of medicine
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What is more, there is a strong gender difference in the
Level at which they began their academic careers. Nearly
70% of women (68.4% of the sample) started either at
Level A or as a research assistant, while the correspond-
ing figure for men was 50.3%. There is a very important
difference between the number of men who got their
first job at Level B (41% compared to 26% of women).

This data on first job title presents us with our first
possible indicator of inequity. Unfortunately we do not
know the qualifications of our sample when they were
appointed, so we are unable to test this directly. Howev-
er, we can look at the qualifications of staff currently at
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and engineering where
men earned on average
$256 more a fortnight
than men in maths or
science.

Explaining LevelExplaining LevelExplaining LevelExplaining LevelExplaining Level
Given that Level is by
far the most important
determinant of income,
we proceeded to create
a regression model for Level and found that easily the
most important factor here, for both men and women,
was number of years full-time in higher education. Part
of the explanation for women’s concentration in lower
Levels than men is clearly the result of the fact that they
have, on average, had fewer years of full-time employ-
ment in the industry. We found that men had, on
average, spent almost 14 years in higher education,
while women had spent almost 9. And women were also
more likely to say that their current university was their
first one – another indicator of more limited experience
in the sector. So, how do we account for the fewer years
for women, and does this involve inequity?

Level and tenureLevel and tenureLevel and tenureLevel and tenureLevel and tenure
One possibility that would involve inequity is that
women might be less likely to have continuing employ-
ment than men, and therefore be unable to accumulate
the same number of years of experience. In our sample,
it was indeed the case that more men than women had
tenure, but when we controlled for Level the differences
were no longer significant. In other words, men and
women at Level B or C, for example, were equally likely
to have tenure. This is the same finding that emerged
from the earlier NTEU study, Limited Access by Tanya
Castleman and colleagues (1995).

Two interesting sidelights are worth mentioning here,
nonetheless. We also looked at tenure by type of
university and found that the proportion of academics in
continuing employment varies quite significantly by
type of university, with the Sandstones being startlingly
out of kilter with the rest, as shown in Table 6. Less than
half the academic staff (casuals not included) working in
the Sandstone universities are tenured, compared to
about two thirds in the Utechs and New Universities, and
rising to almost three quarters in the Dawkins universi-
ties. The gap between men and women is no wider in the
Sandstones than the others, but the net effect is that there
are remarkably few tenured women academics at the
Sandstones – a mere 34% of all women.

Furthermore, there is no evidence from our survey that
women are more likely to be tenured in disciplines with
high proportions of women, except for Health Sciences.
In other words, there is no safety in numbers.

Level and ageLevel and ageLevel and ageLevel and ageLevel and age
If women have fewer years of experience than men, is
this because they are starting out at an older age than
men, or leaving this employment for longer periods? We
cannot be sure about this, but in our sample the women
are the same average age as the men, when we might
have expected them to be younger, given their fewer
years of experience. We played around with the age
data, looking at men and women who had the same
numbers of years employment, for example, and finding
that women were significantly older. It would appear
that women are either starting older or taking breaks in
their employment.

Then we looked at men and women who had been in
the system for the same number of years to see what
progress they had made up the Levels. After 16 years
there is not much difference between men’s and wom-
en’s Levels in the career ranges of Level C and D.
However there is still significant difference at the lower
levels (30% of women are still at B or below, compared
to 18.8% of men); and at the top (11.6% of women are
professors compared to 18.2% of men). The fact that the
main gender differences are at the very bottom and the
very top of the scale supports the view that it’s the years
that count in career development.

YYYYYears in higher education and family lifeears in higher education and family lifeears in higher education and family lifeears in higher education and family lifeears in higher education and family life
We know from our survey that family responsibilities
play a role in reducing women’s years of experience and
thereby keeping them at lower levels than men. Of those
who have left higher education at any time, a quarter of
the women gave family life as the reason compared to 3%
of men; women were also far more likely to be working
part-time than men (17% of women compared to 6% of
men), and half of the women working part time gave
family reasons.

While family responsibilities have this direct effect on
women’s ability to accumulate ‘human capital’ in the
form of experience, they also have more indirect effects.
Looking at those respondents living with dependent
children, almost all the women had partners who worked
full-time, and almost 50% of women with dependent
children described themselves as their main carer. Over
42% of women said that the care was shared equally with
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their partner. For men, by contrast, 43% had partners
who worked part-time, and only 4% said they were
prime carer of their children. Almost 50% of male
academics with dependent children nominated their
partner as the main carer, while 44% shared equally.  So
about 40% of male and female academics with depend-
ent children seem to have equal domestic loads, but for
the other half, the evidence suggests that the women are
carrying the double load while the men are able to
concentrate on their careers (See Tables 7 and 8).

It is important to acknowledge that many advocates of
human capital theory approaches to these questions
would argue that family responsibilities are not an equity
issue but a matter of choice (Hakim 1996), and that
women often choose to balance work and family in a
different way to men. Our data does not support this
notion, however, and shows that male and female
academics have a remarkably similar commitment to

their work. Men and women were equally likely to have
a career plan, independently of the existence of depend-
ent children.  And when women describe the way their
family responsibilities shape their working patterns, they
rarely describe it as a matter of straightforward ‘choice’.
On the contrary, they are far more likely to describe
irregular or reduced working hours or years as a matter
of necessity rather than choice. Almost 55% of women
said their careers had been affected by their family
responsibilities compared to 40% of men, and location of
employment was the main issue for both. However, a
delayed start to their career and hours worked were far
more important issues for women than for men.  Asked
about the impact of family responsibilities on their
career, many women wrote about the incompatibility of
research and children, or doing a Ph.D. and children.

Qualifications and LevelQualifications and LevelQualifications and LevelQualifications and LevelQualifications and Level
Aside from years of experience, Level of academic
employment clearly hinges on formal qualifications, and
this showed up in our regression model. What we found
in relation to the qualifications of our sample as a whole
was that the highest qualification of women was as likely
to be a Masters as a Ph.D., while men were significantly
more likely to have a Ph.D. than women. Only 36% of
women have a Ph.D. compared to 56% of men, while
37% of women held a Masters compared to only 27% of
men.

What is even more surprising is that none of this
difference is explained by discipline. It might be thought
that women’s lower average level of qualifications is
partly the result of their concentration in disciplines in
which a Ph.D. has not, until very recently, been seen as
the normal highest degree, such as nursing and educa-
tion. However, as Table 9 shows, the gender qualifica-

tions gap is the same in
humanities, maths, health
sciences, business and so
on – and only disappears
in performing arts and ag-
riculture. The gender gap
in qualifications is also
constant between differ-
ent types of universities,
although obviously quali-
fication levels do vary gen-
erally by type of universi-
ty.

It is important to note
that men have not just gone
further but have in fact
undertaken different post-
graduate study than wom-
en. For men the most com-
mon third degree is a Ph.D.

but for women it is a Masters degree. Women are more
likely to have a graduate certificate or diploma than men,
for example. Once again, these differences are fairly
constant across all disciplines. This research project can
tell us nothing about the reasons for this, but there are
a number of possible explanations, including gendered
differences in patterns of mentoring and career advice,
as well as the impact of children on study. In relation to
current study for a higher qualification, however, wom-
en were just as likely to say they felt supported in this as
men.

Career ProgressionCareer ProgressionCareer ProgressionCareer ProgressionCareer Progression
We have looked at the issue of equity in initial appoint-
ment, but we now need to consider the process of
promotion – the way in which men and women move
between Levels - which some writers have seen as
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inequitable. In particular it is often suggested that
women are more committed to teaching than men and
that this is not taken into account in the promotion
process, or that they carry heavier teaching loads.

In our sample, men and women were equally likely to
have applied for promotion at some time. However, men
were more likely to have applied more times than
women with similar years of experience (See Table 10).
When it comes to success rates there is no evidence that
women are less successful in the aggregate than men,
although the patterns are a little uneven (Table 11).

Our survey confirmed that women did tend to weight
teaching higher than men, but there is no evidence that
they were less successful as a result. On average, women
gave teaching a weighting of 41% compared to 35% for
men, while men gave research a weighting of 41%
compared to 33% for women.

Job contentJob contentJob contentJob contentJob content
Job content is another key element of any pay equity
analysis (as we shall see with general staff). For academ-
ics the central concern has been that women carry
heavier teaching loads than men. We approached this
question by asking a series of direct questions about
teaching loads, and also by asking staff to tell us how
they thought they distributed their time between teach-
ing, research and administration. In terms of teaching
workload, we found no significant gender difference in
the number of subjects for which staff were responsible,
and the number of students whose work they marked.
Men were slightly more likely to have responsibility for
coordinating courses, but there was no other gender
difference in coordination work. The distribution of
lectures and seminars was fairly even, although women
gave more of the latter and men more of the former. This
is likely to reflect the gender imbalance in Levels within
our sample, since lecturing is not part of the Level A job

description. No signifi-
cant difference was
found in the numbers
of workshops or tutori-
als given by men and
women. We also asked
staff to try to allocate
their working time be-
tween teaching, admin-
istration and research
(an unreliable measure,
but one that might have
picked up gendered
perceptions of time al-
location) and found no
significant differences
here either.

ResearchResearchResearchResearchResearch
productivityproductivityproductivityproductivityproductivity
Since research is an im-
portant element of aca-
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demic productivity that is routinely measured, we asked
staff to give us their last 5 years’ publications according
to the categories used by DETYA in the annual research
measurement exercise. Here again we found no signif-
icant differences in output once we held discipline
constant.  Women were slightly less likely than men to
say they had material support for research, but slightly
more likely than men to say they had psychological
support or both. The large majority of both men and
women, however, see material obstacles in the way of
research, while relatively few see psychological obsta-
cles.

Academic staff and gender equityAcademic staff and gender equityAcademic staff and gender equityAcademic staff and gender equityAcademic staff and gender equity
This research project found relatively little evidence of
the kind of inequities that have often been described
subjectively. If women are able to accumulate the same
amount of human capital as men in terms of qualifica-
tions and years of experience, the differences in income
are not very significant. The main reason for this is likely
to lie in the nature of the academic industrial reward that
provides a uniquely long career path in which the major
hurdles involve peer review rather than managerial
prerogative.  The inability of women to accumulate the
same amounts of human capital as men appears to relate
to their particular responsibilities for the care of children,
and women do not seem to accept this as a matter of free
choice. This research points to the importance of further
research on why women are less likely to complete a
Ph.D. than men, and to longitudinal data that explains
their fewer years of experience. In particular, there is
little reason to feel confident that just because there are
now very large proportions of female students and of
women at the start of the career ladder, that these
proportions will make their way through to higher Levels
in the foreseeable future.
On the contrary, it would
seem likely that funding
cuts and increasing work
loads are likely to make it
more difficult for women
to manage the double bur-
den.

Pay equity forPay equity forPay equity forPay equity forPay equity for
general staff?general staff?general staff?general staff?general staff?
The methodology used in
the analysis of general staff
was very similar to that used
for academic staff. We again
had a very good survey
sample in terms of sex, Lev-
el and terms of employ-
ment, and by type of or-
ganisational unit. However, it is important to acknowl-

edge the difficulties that arise from studying a group of
staff as heterogeneous as general staff in higher educa-
tion, covering everything from librarians to secretaries
and lift maintenance staff.

As with the academic staff, the survey confirmed that
male general staff earned more than female general staff,
with men earning on average $265 dollars per fortnight
more than women. Most of this difference could be
explained again by Level and by whether staff work full
time or part-time. However, when we looked at other
factors influencing income, we found that they have a
different impact on men and women. For example, for
women general staff years of experience in higher
education has a significant impact, but the same is not
true for men.

As with academic staff the first question that we had to
address was to explain why men and women are
distributed unequally between Levels in the Higher
Education Worker (HEW) award.

Level of initial appointmentLevel of initial appointmentLevel of initial appointmentLevel of initial appointmentLevel of initial appointment
Unlike the case with academic staff, there was no
significant gender difference in the Levels at which the
general staff were initially appointed, with approximate-
ly two thirds of men and women starting at HEW 3 or
below (Table 12).

In order to know whether these initial appointments
are equitable we would need to know something about
their qualifications and work experience at entry. While
we have no data on their qualifications at the time of
appointment, we can compare their prior occupations as
an indicator of their human capital. Here an interesting
pattern emerges, with very gendered outcomes from
similar occupational origins. Table 13 shows us what
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Level men and women with similar prior occupations
have reached in higher education.

For men and women who came from managerial
backgrounds about 38% of men are now at HEW 8, 9 or
10. For women with the same occupational background,
it is only 13% who have reached this level. At the other
end of the occupational spectrum, a clerical background
seems to take men further than women, with 60% now
having reached Level 5 or above, compared to only 22%
of women with similar backgrounds. Relying on prior
occupation is a rather crude measure of human capital,
open to all sorts of questions, but it is nonetheless a
striking finding.

Qualifications and years of experienceQualifications and years of experienceQualifications and years of experienceQualifications and years of experienceQualifications and years of experience
It is a rather more complex issue to look at the impact of
another key element of human capital – qualifications -
across such a heterogeneous workforce. Nonetheless,
the formal qualifications of general staff seem to provide
a rather gendered return on this particular kind of
investment.

In terms of the qualifications of general staff, the main
gender differences are at the lower Levels where men are
more likely to have a diploma while women have a
certificate or high school qualifications. At this Level the
differences are likely to relate largely to different occu-

pations, with many men requiring trade qualifications.
However, at the degree and higher level, there is very
little difference between the sexes, with men very
slightly more likely to have a Masters or Ph.D. while
women are more likely to have a graduate diploma.  By
far the most common qualification, a degree, is held by
equal proportions of men and women (Table 14).

Given these findings we might expect men and wom-
en to be spread fairly equally through the Levels (except
at Level 3 which requires a trade certificate). But in fact,
as Table 15 shows, there are significant and extreme
differences with regard to the Levels reached by men and
women with the same qualifications.

Men held significantly higher positions than women
regardless of equivalent qualifications. Thus, of the men
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with certificates (most-
ly trade qualifications),
55.9% had reached Lev-
el 5, 6 or 7, whereas of
the women with certifi-
cate-level qualifications
(mostly in business or
secretarial studies),
60.4% were found at
Levels 3 and 4 and only
32.4% had reached Lev-
el 5, 6, or 7. Similarly,
25.1% of degree-quali-
fied women were at Levels 3 and 4, compared to 11.2%
of degree-qualified men, when the credentials aligned
with the HEW classification structure would nominally
classify degree holders at Level 5. Similarly, 59.3% of
women with post-graduate qualifications were at levels
5, 6 or 7 (compared to 41.7% of similarly qualified men),
when the HEW classification structures aligns postgrad-
uate qualifications with Level 8.

Men, whatever their type of qualifications, are found
to be at consistently higher levels than women with the
same qualifications, a result which confirms similar
findings reached by Wienecke (1992) in her earlier work
on the ‘general staff’ labour market. There is thus some
evidence that women are systematically ‘under-classi-
fied’ according to their qualifications. It is not however,
possible to be definitive on this question, as the quali-
fications held may not be germane to the work per-
formed. The apocryphal Ph.D. graduate in archaeology
driving a taxi for a living shows how formal qualifica-
tions may not necessarily bear on the work actually
performed. Nevertheless, this data does point to the
potential scope for an evaluation of the classification of
women HEW employees.

In the regression model what we found that there was
such a strong link between men’s qualifications and the
Level reached that we could not include qualifications in
the model. However, the same cannot be said for
women, for whom there is a relatively weak link be-
tween credentials and current Level.

We then looked at work experience, the other key
element of human capital that might explain the Level
reached by men and women. We found, again, that work
experience has a different impact on the Levels reached
by men and women.

Men with the same amount of work experience as
women reach higher Levels of the HEW structure. For
example, of the women who have been employed for
over 16 years, a quarter are still at levels 3 and 4, while
less than 10% of men are – for the men 37.5% have
reached levels 8, 9 or 10, compared to only 19.3% of
women. The same is already true after between 1 and 5
years, with almost half of all men reaching levels 5, 6 and

7 while over half of the women are still at level 4 or below
(Table 16).

Work value: job content and locationWork value: job content and locationWork value: job content and locationWork value: job content and locationWork value: job content and location
Given the lack of a general staff career structure, we
cannot easily establish whether men are getting promot-
ed more quickly and more easily than women, although
this is certainly what the data so far suggests. For general
staff there is no promotion process through which staff
may move from the bottom of the award to the top. Staff
can only move up by having their jobs re-classified at a
higher Level or by applying for a position at a higher
Level. Our survey questions in relation to staff experi-
ence of job reclassification produced such mixed re-
sponses that we could only conclude that the process of
job reclassification is not well understood, and we are
therefore unable to say whether men are more successful
in having their jobs re-classified than women.

In explaining why some women appear to be over
qualified for their classification, it is also possible to
argue that there is no inequity involved, and that many
women are simply overqualified for the work they are
actually doing, so that their qualifications are in some
sense irrelevant to their work. In terms of equity we can
look at whether men and women who are at the same
Level are in fact doing the same kind of work. In
particular it has been suggested that the work that
women do is undervalued, and that the skills they need
and use are not recognised. This point has been made
especially in relation to the work done at HEW levels 3,
4 and 5 which is where women general staff are concen-
trated. But there has been little evidence in previous
research on job evaluation or work value.

In an attempt to gather data on the work being done
by general staff, in our survey we asked them about their
supervisory responsibilities, budget management and
payment authorisations, and student contact. It is ex-
tremely difficult to measure what was reported against
what might be expected of HEW staff at particular Levels
because the descriptors accompanying the classification
structure are very vague. Similarly, a survey is not the
way in which the reality of much of the work done by
general staff is best captured. In response to questions
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about supervision, we simply do not know enough
about what supervision actually entails to draw firm
conclusions. With budgetary responsibilities we found
consistent patterns of women employed at HEW Levels
3 and 4 having responsibilities that their male counter-
parts at these Levels do not have – although again the
descriptors in the award are completely inadequate. In
relation to student contact, this is work that sometimes
does not even appear in the HEW descriptors - particu-
larly giving personal and academic advice to students,
which constitutes such a major part of the real work at
the department level. In our regression model, giving
advice to students had a negative impact on income,
while being responsible for money had a positive impact,
suggesting gender bias in skill definition.

General staff and gender equityGeneral staff and gender equityGeneral staff and gender equityGeneral staff and gender equityGeneral staff and gender equity
For general staff, the key predictors of income in our

regression model operated in gendered ways. Men do
better out of their work experience than women, men
also do better out of their qualifications – their invest-
ment in human capital. But it might be argued that these
qualifications are not germane to the work they have to
do, so that we need to look at job content. Here it seems
there is a group of women who are at lower levels of the
HEW structure than the responsibilities they exercise
might warrant. We also found that the HEW classification
structure does not adequately reflect the nature of work
performed by general staff.

At the same time our research shows that we need to
do more work to make these findings carry weight
industrially. There needs to be a thorough re-evaluation
of the HEW classification structure, based on an analysis
of what general staff actually do - including an analysis
of the way job evaluation has been applied. More
ambitiously, general staff need an award with a career
structure that would reward experience, skill and qual-
ifications.

The current financial environment, with continuous
reductions in levels of government funding for universi-
ties, creates an inauspicious climate for these kinds of
changes which might increase the classification and pay
of some general staff. However, the devolution of
budgetary responsibility to departmental level, for ex-
ample, has created the possibility of local re-evaluations
of general staff jobs and the creation of new higher level
positions reflecting the increased skills required by
administrative staff. This may have the effect of exacer-
bating what are clearly wide variations between states
and institutions in the way that jobs are classified and
reviewed. What is needed is a mechanism to ensure that
there is also a thorough re-evaluation of the HEW
classification structure generally.
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