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Abstract

The Australian finance industry has been acknowledged for leadership in introducing
measures to address gender inequality (WGEA). However, the industry continues to have the
highest gender pay gap nationally and one of the lowest representations of women in senior
managerial roles. Reviewing the literature, this paper outlines the state of gender inequality in
the finance industry and explores the barriers and solutions to career progression for women.
It concludes by highlighting two key questions for further research. 1. Given the inertia, is the
finance industry authentic in its attempts the address gender inequality? 2. If the industry is

indeed genuine, what are the inhibitors to progress
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Introduction

Women’s participation in the paid labour force in Australia increased from 35 per cent in
1978 to 47 per cent in 2018 (ABS 2018a; ABS 2018b). This demographic change has had
positive repercussions for the financial independence of women (Austen & Giles 2003) as
well as for the Australian economy which is now drawing upon a greater talent base (PwC
Australia 2016). However, the gender pay gap remains an issue in the Australian economy
generally (WGEA 2018). Additionally, in many sectors of the Australian economy,
including the finance sector, women are under-represented in leadership positions (WGEA
2018)

The rise of women in the paid labour force in the 1970s coincided with the second wave of
feminism and emergence of feminist academic literature (Wearing, Small & Foley 2018).
Women'’s roles in the workplace and their progression into senior managerial positions
became the focus of academic attention. In an early example, Flanders and Anderson (1973)
note the under-representation of women in managerial positions and argues that this status
quo was maintained through the strategy of “pacification by promotion” (p. 955) which was
used to quieten the few “pesky women” who dared to break the mould with their high career
aspirations. Kanter (1977) proposed that improving the ratio of senior female to male
managers to 15:85 would positively influence the way the dominant group (men) interacted
with the token group (women), improving both organisational culture and organisational

relationships (Lyness and Thompson 2000).



More recently, the focus of the literature has included the persistent gap in the career
progression of women (Parker, Hewitt, Witheriff & Cooper 2018), the glass ceiling (Yu
2018), surrounded by glass walls (Schneer and Reitman 1995, Lyness and Thompson 2000,
Watts et al 2015, ILO 2015), the multitude of barriers to women’s career progression and
proposed solutions (Dunn P 2012; Morley, Bellamy, Jackson & O’Neill 2002). However,
despite more than forty years of research and debate, the career progression of women in
Australia has not significantly improved. While some gains have been made, the proportion
of women in senior roles remains far from commensurate with their labour market
participation and their increased human capital investment (Neck 2015; Newman 1993, Metz

2003).

The sector in Australia where gendered access to pay and leadership positions is most stark is
the finance sector. Despite receiving accolades for its approach to gender equality (WGEA
2018), the finance sector has consistently been the industry with the highest gender pay gap
(WGEA 2018) and a significant absence of women in senior roles. Indeed, the pay gap for
women and men in the finance sector in Australia grew from 26.1 per cent in 2017 to 26.9 per
cent in 2018 (WGEA 2018). In contrast, the gender pay gap in Australia across all industries
dropped from 15.2 per cent in 2017 to 14.1 per cent in 2018.

This paper reviews the literature around women’s careers in the finance sector. We provide a
background to the industry and information on the current the gender issues in the Australian
finance sector. Through a systematic literature review we examine the issue of career
progression of women in the finance industry and consider the enablers and barriers to
women’s career progression in the industry. We critique the strategies that are currently
employed by leading organisations in the Australian finance sector and offer

recommendations for change and future research.

Background to the Australian finance sector

The finance sector is slightly more feminised than other industries in Australia. In 2018, 50.1
per cent of employees in Finance and Insurance Services were women (ABS 2018b).

Economy-wide, women comprised 46.9 per cent of the Australian labour force (ABS 2018a).



A distinguishing feature of the sector is a high level of full-time employment. Just 26.1 per
cent of the women employed in the industry work part time (ABS 2018b) compared to 46 per
cent of employed women working part time economy-wide (ABS 2018a). Even more
distinctive is the use of casual employment - just 1.7 per cent of employees in the Australian
finance sector are employed casually compared to 24.7 per cent across all industries (WGEA

2018).

Jobs in the sector are clearly demarcated by level of education. Jobs in the ‘service’ areas of
finance generally do not require tertiary qualifications. Women are more likely than men to
work in ‘service’ areas in building societies and credit unions, health insurance and general
insurance (ABS 2016). Men, on the other hand, are more likely than women to work in areas
that comprise roles requiring tertiary qualifications such as central banking, financial asset
investing, other depository financial intermediation including bill of exchange discounting or
financing (except by banks), commercial finance company operation, merchant banking
operation, and money market dealing, as well as financial asset investing and financial asset

broking (ABS 2016).

This segmentation does not, however, reflect the numbers of women achieving tertiary
qualifications in finance. In fact, more women hold tertiary qualifications in the field than
men, with census data showing that 52.6 per cent of those holding a qualification in
accounting, banking and finance and management and commerce in 2016 were female (ABS
2016). However, like the occupational split above, the data also provides an insight into
differences in the sub-areas of study — men are more likely than women to be studying

banking, finance and related fields; women were more likely to be studying accounting (ABS

2016).

Pay Equity in the Finance Sector

At the time of writing, in Australia, every industry sector has a gender pay gap in favour of
men. Longitudinal data shows that, although it is improving, the finance sector has
consistently reported the highest gender wage gap of any industry (WGEA 2018). The
difference in average total remuneration between men and women in the Finance and
Insurances sector in 2018 was $48,884 per annum, significantly ahead of the second highest

industry, Construction, with a total gap of $39,950 per annum (WGEA 2018). It has been



suggested that in both of these sectors the widespread use of bonuses and commissions was a

factor influencing the size of the gap (WGEA 2018).

A further breakdown of the finance sector by form of employment and occupation reveals
which groups of employees are most affected by the gender pay gap. Among full time
employees, when assessed on base pay, the gender pay gap is 23.1 per cent (WGEA 2018).
But when total remuneration is considered, the gap jumps to 30.3 per cent (WGEA 2018).
This increase is an indication that the commission and incentive-based pay structures in the
industry contribute heavily to the gender pay gap. For full time managers the gender gap in
total remuneration is 27.7 per cent; for full time non-managers the gap is 21.5 per cent
(WGEA 2018). Among the non-managerial group, it is full time sales employees where the
gender gap is the greatest, at 25.1 per cent (WGEA 2018) and where commissions are

commonly a key part of the remuneration package.

For part time workers in finance, the gender gap is even more stark. For all part time
managers, the gender pay gap measured on total remuneration is 37.4 per cent (WGEA
2018). However, among this group, the gap is the largest for part time executive and general
managers (55.3%) and other key management personnel (45.6%) (WGEA 2018). These
findings have led us to question whether large gender pay gaps provide a disincentive for

women to continue their careers in the finance and insurance sector.

Positions held by women in finance

The international literature on women’s career progression in the finance sector distinguishes
between the types of senior roles where women’s representation needs to be improved. An
important distinction is made between representation on executive committees and on boards
(Jakel and Moynihan 2016). In their global study of the financial services industry, Jékel and
Moynihan (2016, p.9) found that in 2016 women comprised 20 per cent of board level
positions in the industry, a slight increase on 2013 (which was 18%). Where women have
increased their representation on boards, targets and quotas have been key. However, only
one country has a targeted quota approach to women’s representation on organisational

executive committees — the Netherlands (Jédkel and Moynihan 2016).

Representation on executive committees was slightly lower than on boards — 16 per cent in

2016 compared with 14 per cent in 2013 (Jakel and Moynihan 2016). Jikel and Moynihan



(2016) argue that increased representation of women on executive committees is a more
important goal than board representation (although conversely board representation might
improve executive committee representation) because these roles are more visible within
organisations and they are decision making rather than advisory roles. In addition, gender
diversity at this level helps reduce risk of groupthink and can be effective in providing early
and mid-career women with role models and sponsors (2016, p.11). Similarly, Schneer and
Reitman found that by mid-career a quarter of men had ‘made it into the executive suite, [but]
only 9% of the women’ (Schneer and Reitman 1995, p.311). More recently, Addison et al
(2014, p.302) concluded ‘not only that more highly educated women receive fewer
promotions than men in mid and peak career but also that in most cases these promotions are
accompanied by much reduced wage growth as well’. Jikel and Moynihan (2016) note
significant differences by country and predict that at the current growth rate, representation of

women on executive committees will not reach 30 per cent globally until 2048.

Further, the few countries which have reached 30 per cent representation on executive
committees (Sweden, Thailand and Norway) have hit a ceiling and ‘not pushed on with
growth rates for female representation’ (Jidkel and Moynihan 2016, p.12). Jékel and
Moynihan (2016) offer several possible explanations for this: apathy once a target has been
reached; an insufficient number of women in the pipeline; and different career preferences

between women and men.

In Australia, even with a consistent political focus on this issue, ‘gender balance remains
static at the top: female CEOs increased slightly by 0.6pp to 17.1% and female representation
on boards crept up by 0.9pp to 25.8%’ (WGEA 2018, p.3). At the end of October 2018, the
proportion of women on ASX 200 boards was 28.4 per cent and four ASX 200 boards had no
female representation (AICD 2018). The findings indicate that in terms of career progression
to the most senior roles within organisations, the finance industry has not moved as far as
other industries. CEO positions are less likely to be held by a woman, and slightly fewer
women fill key management personnel roles in the finance and insurance services industry
than other industries. The situation is the same for ‘other executive/general manager’ roles
(WGEA 2018). The only area where the finance sector reflects the broader marketplace is at
the senior manager and ‘other managers’ levels — the lowest of the executive ranks reported

by WGEA (WGEA 2018).



It is important to consider whether women are being promoted within organisations and the
industry or coming to senior roles from outside of the sector. While most appointments in the
finance sector are female (53.3% in 2018), just 46.1 per cent of managerial positions
appointed are filled by women. This is slightly higher than the all industries average of 43.3%
of appointments to managerial positions being women. Beck and Davis (2005) report that at
Westpac, ‘the majority of senior females in the company did not come up through the
organisational ranks. They were groomed elsewhere, more often than not in the public sector,

and then brought into the bank when gender equity became a strategic focus’ (2005, p.279).

In 2018 only 13.3 per cent of organisations in the finance sector had set a target for the
gender composition of governing bodies and this has declined steadily since 2015. However,
the finance and insurance sector is doing better than other sectors at setting these targets —

economy-wide just 8.2 per cent of organisations report having done so.

It is timely then to question why progress has been slow in the finance sector. Is it that ‘well
intentioned organisations have not found the recipe for advancing women and the right way
of combining the various ingredients, such as flexible working arrangements, sponsorship
and cultural change’ (Jékel and Moynihan 2016, p.7)? The next section examines the

literature on barriers to career progression for women in the sector.

Barriers to career progression for women in finance

More than forty years ago, Kanter noted the failure of affirmative action efforts to improve
managerial outcomes for women (Zimmer 1988). Kanter found that where women had
achieved managerial status they were tokens compared to the male ‘dominants’; and were
‘often treated as representations of their category, as symbols rather than as individuals’
(Kanter, 1977a, p.209). As women were relatively scarce in senior positions, those who were
became highly visible and subject to scrutiny. According to Kanter, the key was to increase
the ratio of women to men to make women less of a rarity and, in the longer term, to change

organisational cultures.

In the Australian finance sector, Kanter’s views of tokenism still ring true. At present there is
no female CEO of a major bank and Gail Kelly, the former chief executive of Westpac was,
arguably, treated as a token while in the role. Kelly was the subject of innumerable media

stories about her rise from Latin teacher and bank teller to CEO, all while having four



children, including triplets — a personal focus which was not ascribed to her male

counterparts (Kilponen 2017, Sales 2017).

Subsequent research critiqued Kanter’s Tokenism theory, noting that there was no evidence
that simply increasing the number of women in senior roles would improve equality for
women (Zimmer 1988). Kanter’s theory was modified to acknowledge the impact of gender
discrimination (Lyness and Thompson 2000) and ‘the degree to which organizational
structures and the interactions that take place within them are imbedded in a much broader

social system of structural and cultural inequality between the sexes’ (Zimmer 1998, p.71).

Regardless, Kanter’s observation of the failure of measures such as affirmative action to
improve outcomes for women remains valid today. The glass ceiling is an enduring concept,
held up by glass walls (Watts et al 2015, ILO 2015). These terms are metaphors ‘referring to
the barriers women and ethnic minorities must overcome to move up in their organizations
that majority groups (e.g. white men) do not have to face’ (Watts et al 2015, p.12). The
barriers are not fixed entities (Lyness and Thompson 2000) but more of a labyrinth — a maze
‘of forces that oppress women and minorities across a lifetime’ (Watts et al 2015, p.12). A
review of the literature reveals contention over the relative import of some of the forces at

play in the labyrinth.

At the very start of careers, preconceptions of gendered roles among students contributes to
career decisions (Watts et al 2015, Hobart et al 2016). This is reflected in the course selection
data highlighted earlier. However, in the early stages of womens’ careers, aspirations have
been found to be higher than men’s (Watts el at 2015). By mid-career gendered trajectories
(and remuneration) are clearly evident and women begin to exit the industry at higher rates

than men (Neck 2015, Jakel and Moynihan 2016).

It is suggested that this leaky pipeline results in fewer women available to fill senior positions
in the finance and insurance services industry (French and Strachan 2007). However, the
utility of Kanter’s 1977 pipeline recommendation for increasing the number of women in top
finance industry jobs has been questioned (Beck and Davis 2005, French and Strachan 2007),
with evidence that at one major Australian bank, ‘the majority did not come up through any
pipeline. Rather, they were groomed elsewhere and strategically transplanted to address

gender equity considerations’ (French and Strachan 2007, p.328). Beck and Davis’ research



at Westpac noted that ‘without an initial public sector program to promote women to senior
roles in government, there would have been little chance for women to be offered positions in

the upper echelons in the private sector’ (2005, p.279).

Bonuses and commissions have been found to contribute to the pay gap between men and
women in Australia (WGEA 2018) and elsewhere. In their study of the US finance industry,
Lyness and Thompson (1997, p.372) found that there was little gender difference in the base
pay of male and female senior executives of a large US financial institution. However, the
gender bias occurred in the granting of stock options — a benefit that ‘was viewed as a long-
term incentive for retaining the most critical managers, suggesting that the women may be
valued less than their male counterparts’. Neck’s (2015) interviews with women in finance
found that women’s perceptions of being underpaid relative to their peers was a cause for

concern.

Conscious and unconscious bias have been posited as key contributors to the lack of career
progression for women (Jdkel and Moynihan 2016). Beck and Davis (2005) note that bias in
the finance sector is woven into the fabric of organisations and hard to detect. In their study
of Westpac they concluded that ‘the biggest challenge, even for a best practice organisation,
remains in tackling deeply ingrained cultural barriers, evidenced in persisting stereotypes
about women and women’s talents. While they are less blatant than they used to be, gender
stereotypes continue to affect the experiences of the more mature participants’ (Beck and
Davis 2005, p.286). Oxenbridge et al (2018, p. ??) study of women working in investment
management noted ‘a critical problem was the unconscious and conscious bias that favoured
men in recruitment processes and prevented women from getting promotions’. They
described the ways that women were excluded from the ‘mateocracy’ (2018, p. 23) through
biased decision-making about promotions; discriminatory allocation of development
opportunities; lack of support to progress careers; and being ‘excluded from informal
communication and sponsorship between men (“putting in a good word for each other”)’

(2018, p. 23).

Whether conscious or not, there is evidence ‘that both male and female managers may select
men over comparably qualified women for upper-level managerial positions’ (Lyness and
Thompson 2000, p.87). McKinsey and Company (2018) suggested that performance bias,

where the performance of men was overestimated and the performance of women



underestimated, helped to explain gaps in hiring and promotion, with men ‘often hired and
promoted based on their potential, while women are often hired and promoted based on their
track record’ (McKinsey and Company 2018, p.9). This bias contends that it is inherently
more risky to hire women (Lyness and Thompson 2000), an assumption that doesn’t seem to

be supported by any evidence in the literature.

Another assumption found to impact the career progression of women more than men was
that women have limited geographic mobility (Lyness and Thompson 2000, Metz and
Tharenou 2001). Stroh et al (1992) found it was the most important career predictor of female
managerial level. Whether requiring mobility or not, stretch assignments or other
developmental opportunities were a vital predictor of upward career mobility (Lyness and
Thompson 2000). Yet they were found to be absent for women with women having to seek
these opportunities while men were more likely to be given them (Lyness and Thompson
1997, Lyness and Thompson 2000, Neck 2015). Similarly, in their study of women in
investment management, Oxenbridge et al noted that opportunity structures for advancement
were absent: ‘only 59 per cent had access to career-advancing job assignments or

development opportunities, and 48 per cent had access to mentoring or sponsorship’ (2018,

p.1).

It has been argued that a lack of quality mentoring is a differentiating factor in the career
progression of men and women (McKeen and Burke 1991, Newman 1993). However Lyness
and Thompson (2000) found it was not a significant factor affecting the differential
promotion of men and women to senior roles in the finance industry. They found ‘that
mentoring was more strongly related to success for men than for women, and that more-
successful women were less likely to report that mentoring facilitated their advancement than
were less-successful women’ (2000, p.98). Instead, Lyness and Thompson (2000) placed
more importance on the role of informal networks (the mateocracy referred to by Oxenbridge
et al 2018), finding these to be a statistically significant factor for women vis-a-vis men.
Windsor and Auyeung (2006) note the timing of informal networking events as a particular
issue for women bankers and accountants with children and Oxenbridge et al (2018) also
identified the timing of networking events as a concern in their study of investment
managers. In a similar vein, whether done formally or informally, the Women in the
Workplace 2018 Report concluded that ‘women get less access to senior leaders than men do.

Yet employees who interact regularly with senior leaders are more likely to ask for and
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receive promotions, stay at their companies, and aspire to be leaders’ (McKinsey&Company

2018, p.14).

Finally, the literature focuses on a range of issues related to the culture of the industry. Kanter
(1977a) noted that a key barrier to women’s career progression was lack of cultural fit. The
same issue was reported in the context of the finance sector (Lyness and Thompson 1997;
Lyness and Thompson 2000). In Australia, Beck and Davis (2005) noted the masculine
culture at Westpac. In her study of 90 senior women in the Australian finance sector, Neck
(2015, p.512) found that reasons for exiting an organisation included ‘frustration with aspects
of the culture (long hours, lack of balance/flexibility and working in a male culture), as well

as more company specific frustrations (leadership issues and lack of opportunities)’.

Part of the issue is an assumption that performance equates to the number of hours spent in
the office. Hobart el at (2016) in their paper on women in portfolio management noted that
the measure of ‘time in the office’ as an indicator of productivity or commitment acted as a
disincentive for women. Michaelson et al. 2003, Neck (2015) and Oxenbridge et al (2018)

have also written about issues for women in an industry with a culture of long hours.

The long hours culture is an active disincentive to flexibility. It suggests a bias toward full
time employment, which the ABS data reported earlier confirms. In their study Oxenbridge et
al (2018, p.1) found that ‘in Australia, women comprise 17 per cent of employees in
investment management occupations’ — the majority working full time. ‘Women identified as
a key problem the lack of “cultural acceptance” of flexible work in the sector, founded in
beliefs that women could not work part-time hours and remain productive’ (Oxenbridge et al
2018, p.16). Similar to the findings of Windsor and Auyeung (2006) around client demands,
Hobart et al (2016) note the opposition to part time managers in some areas of the finance
industry like asset management, with expectations that managers be available at all times
when markets are open. However, they also make the point that a team management approach
can overcome this barrier (Hobart et al 2016). Neck also comments on the weight of
expectation in the banking sector where greater flexibility ‘...may be difficult in a
professional service industry where clients pay millions of dollars in fees, as these clients
may well feel that they ‘own the bankers’: making changes will therefore require

considerable thought and commitment from everyone’ (2015, p.536).
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Work-life balance is a key feature of the literature with differences between men and
women’s unpaid work a significant causation of gender inequality in paid work (Michaelson
et al. 2003). In the context of the Australian finance industry this issue seems to be magnified
for women during the mid-career stages. Neck (2015, p.528) found that a ‘lack of work-life
balance, pressure to be seen putting in the hours and difficulties pursuing flexible hours also
rated significantly higher for women who left junior/mid-level roles compared to leaving
more senior level roles’. In their study of the finance sector Jikel and Moynihan (2016, p.6)
found that a key barrier for mid-career women is ‘insufficiently flexible working options and
the stigma for using them’. They also noted insufficient support for family responsibilities,

both for women and men.

Among women in senior finance roles in Australia, 67 per cent of those taking a voluntary
redundancy reported that they had children, worked part time and found their roles
unfulfilling (Neck 2015, p.516). Women who had children and returned to work in part time
capacities felt that ‘colleagues did not appreciate, understand or support part-time work’.
These women saw full-time workers receiving better work opportunities and that they were
‘seen as less committed or even ‘slack’ by working part time’ (Neck 2015, p.516).
Additionally, they felt ‘excluded from work and promotion opportunities’ after having
children (Neck 2015, p.520). Neck concluded that ‘real part-time opportunities also need to
be available for women when they need it. These are often only for the short to medium term
— and these are talented, experienced workers. It seems strange to think that Investment
Banks cannot find meaningful use for such flexible, talented resources. Perhaps the banks do

not see value in it — but that does not mean there is no value to be had’ (Neck 2015, p.536).

Similarly, Oxenbridge et al found that ‘52 of 116 responding participants identified problems
for women in investment management that related to employers not accommodating female
parents, and women’s difficulties balancing career and family’ (2018, p.1). These issues
included ‘a lack of access to flexibility and maternity leave, and women’s careers stalling
after taking maternity leave or working flexibly’ (Oxenbridge et al 2018, p.13). Flexibility
was also raised as an issue by Neck (2015, p.512) however she noted that ‘personal triggers
(for exiting the organisation) were also important and rarely solely to do with family
responsibilities’. Rather, a combination of ‘a culture of long work hours, a lack of flexibility
and lack of work-life balance’ (Neck 2015, p. 512) caused frustration. Further, women left

the industry when they felt ‘they had achieved all they wanted from the job ... there is more
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to life than their job’ (Neck 2015, p. 512). Having financial security also played a key role

for some women in their decision to leave (Neck 2018).

There is evidence that, in the finance industry, having children hinders women’s careers but
perversely may benefit men’s (Addison et al 2014). In an Australian study, half of the female
executives had no children while just one fifth of men were childless (Lyness and Thompson
2000). In a study of the UK banking sector Granleese found that ‘women are significantly
less likely [than men] to be married or to have children. They have significantly fewer
children, and their children tend to be significantly younger than those of their male
colleagues’ (2004, p.219). In their study of Singaporean and Australian accountants, Windsor
and Auyeung (2006, p.839) found that although women accountants with dependent children
reach manager level, ‘few mothers are promoted above that level. What is more, no mothers
attained the partner level in this sample of accountants’. Lyness and Thompson (1997)
concluded that ‘the senior-level men and women we interviewed all stressed the need to work
long hours and prioritize work above personal and family concerns to succeed in this

organization's demanding culture’ (Lyness and Thompson 1997, p.371).

Possible solutions to progress women’s careers in the finance industry

While studies of the gendered impact of family on careers in finance have tended to coalesce
in terms of findings, studies of the predictors of women’s career success have divergent
findings. Lyness and Thompson (2000, p.90) note that ‘individual studies have identified
different predictors of career success for men and women (e.g., Hurley & Sonnenfeld, 1998;
Konrad & Cannings, 1997; Larwood & Gattiker, 1987), but no clear pattern of gender
differences has emerged across studies. For example, one study found that experience in head
office was a predictor of career advancement (Metz & Tharenou, 2001) while another found
line management experience to be key (Wellington, Kropf & Gerkovich, 2003). Lyness and
Thompson conclude that ‘the empirical evidence about gender differences in predictors of

career success is inconsistent’ (2000, p.90).

According to WGEA data the finance sector is more proactive than other Australian industry
sectors in developing and implementing strategies to address gender pay gaps.
e For example, while fewer than two thirds (61.6%) of all employers have a formal
policy or strategy on remuneration generally, 87 per cent of finance and insurance

employers reported having such a policy or strategy;
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e Similarly, just two in five employers generally said they had specific gender pay
equity objectives included in their formal policy and strategy compared to half
(50.2%) of employers in the finance and insurance services industry;

e Employers in finance and insurance services are more likely to have conducted a
remuneration gap analysis in the last 12 months (60.6% compared to 33.2% for all
industries; and,

e They are more likely to act as a result of conducting a remuneration gap analysis than
employers in other industries.

o for example, by identifying the causes of the gap/s (50.6% in finance and
insurance services compared to all industries - 35.9%);

o by reporting pay equity metrics to the organisation’s executive (47.7%
compared to 29.4%) and the board (39.8% compared to 17.9%); and

o by analysing performance ratings (44.3% vs 24.7%) and performance pay
(45.5% vs 26.2%) to ensure no gender bias (including unconscious bias)

(WGEA 2018).

Hand in hand with efforts to eliminate the gender pay gap must come profound cultural
change to build an inclusive culture free from conscious and unconscious bias (Jékel and
Moynihan 2016). Specific recruitment strategies are identified in the literature that, if
implemented, can reduce performance bias (where women are required to have a good track
record while men are recruited based on potential Granleese 2004 and Beck and Davis 2005).
This could be aided by ensuring that clear, objective and transparent promotion criteria is
available to both applicants and decision makers (Lyness and Thompson 2000, Jékel and
Moynihan 2016). Oxenbridge et al are more specific in their recommendations proposing
‘strategies that might be used to improve gender equality in recruitment processes, including:
targets for gender parity (50/50) in candidate shortlists; ensuring women are on all interview
panels; and funds pushing recruiters to "fish" for diverse talent and source candidates from

underrepresented groups when filling vacancies’ (Oxenbridge 2018, p.23).

The focus should not be on developing policies but growing actual practices — supporting and
training managers to themselves support flexibly working staff, formally and informally
telling stories about male and female role models, of which there are so few (Newman 1993).

This could begin with educating male leaders and establish a culture of “calling out”
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discriminatory behaviour. Oxenbridge et al suggest that ‘the “tone from the top” was critical:
it was felt necessary to improve male leaders’ understanding of diversity, equal opportunity
and bias, and for senior leaders to visibly role-model and promote cultures of respect,

equality and flexibility’(Oxenbridge et al 2018, p.25).

While without a specific finance slant, the literature suggests a need to focus on diversity as a
commercial imperative rather than part of corporate social responsibility or concept of
fairness in the workplace (Jikel and Moynihan 2016). There is certainly plenty of evidence to
support this approach. Following from a 2015 ILO report that highlighted the organisational
economic benefits in supporting and recognising women’s talent, a 2018 IMF report found
that there was a clear ‘economic benefit from diversity—that is, from bringing women into
the labor force—over and above the benefit resulting from simply having more workers’

(Ostry et al 2018, p.5).

A range of studies in the finance sector have noted the importance of mentoring in the
advancement of women to senior roles (McKeen and Burke 1991, Lyness and Thompson
2000, Tharenou 2001, Al-Asfour et al 2017, Oxenbridge et al 2018). Oxenbridge et al found
that “‘women would benefit from coaching, mentoring and support to build “mental
toughness”, communicate their ideas with confidence, and act on their opinions and take risks
in the manner of their male counterparts’ (2018, p.26). The literature is also peppered with
calls for women not to emulate men but for men’s career paths to be reformulated to look
more like women’s (Schneer and Reitman 1995, Metz 2003). Senoamadi (2016) and Al-
Asfour et al (2017) highlight the importance of formal and informal networking opportunities
to address gender challenges. Senoamadi (2016) makes the point that 70-80 per cent of jobs
are not advertised, but obtained through effective and consistent networking (2016). Similarly
Lyness and Thompson note that women who have corporate/head office experience are more
likely to be promoted to senior management roles because ‘organizational decision makers
(were) personally acquainted with the female candidates and ... aware of their track records’

(2000, p.88).

The literature also focuses on the use of parental leave with Jikel and Moynihan (2016, p.7)
noting a need to encourage ‘men and women to take parental leave and develop ways to
remove the stigma associated with using them’. by providing more flexible working options

at all levels’. Similarly, Oxenbridge et al reported ‘the need for equal parental leave and
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‘normalised’ flexible work for both men and women with no detriment: that is, women and
men at all levels being encouraged and able to take parental leave or work flexibly “without
the stigma attached”; and career advancement based on merit, rather than uninterrupted

career pathways or long working hours in the office’ (Oxenbridge et al 2018, p.17).

Finally, the full time, long hours culture needs to change. The industry stands out in Australia
as having the highest proportion of full time employees and consequently the least flexibility.
However changing the form of employment alone could do more harm than good. Rather
there needs to be a focus on removing gender bias in access to and use of flexible work (Jakel
and Moynihan 2016). In their study, Oxenbridge et al suggested that ‘women’s work
experiences would be improved if their male colleagues, and men at senior management
level, embraced workplace flexibility and used the practices themselves. A number of survey
respondents felt that flexible work should be made available to “anyone who needs it, not just
women” and, consistent with ‘flexible by default’ policies, should be “mandated” and
“actively offered to all personnel (male and female) -not waiting for staff to ask™’

(Oxenbridge et al 2018, p.17).

Beyond the workplace the literature identifies a clear need for a shift in the division of
household labour. Jikel and Moynihan (2016, p.28) note that across OECD countries women
work on average 8.1 hours a day compared to men’s 7.8 hours but 55 per cent of women’s
work is unpaid while 30 per cent of men’s work is unpaid. They recommend that ‘for women
to devote more of their energies to their careers, men will have to devote more to unpaid
work’. This accords with Metz’ finding (2003, p.247) that among women working in senior
positions in Australia banks, while human capital was most important, ‘in addition, for
women with children, having domestic help and help with dependents explains their
advancement’. In the Australian context, Oxenbridge et al (2018, p.12) reported that ‘over
three-quarters (77 per cent) of women felt that having a spouse or partner who shares
responsibility for childcare and household domestic work was very important to them
succeeding at work and another 11 per cent thought that this factor was fairly important to
their success at work’. Making the same conclusion from the opposite direction, a report by
McKinsey & Company found that ‘when women in leadership have partners, they are five
times more likely than men in the same situation to do all or most of the household work. So

perhaps not surprisingly, among senior-level employees who don’t want to be top executives,
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42 percent of women say it’s because it would require too much of their families, compared

to 35 percent of men’ (2018, p.60).

It is of concern that the literature has long contained a detailed list of issues and solutions to
further the career paths of women and yet improvements are not materialising in any
significant way. While there is limited agreement among scholars as to the priorities, this may

reflect the diversity of different industries and industry sectors.

Future research

On paper the Australian finance and insurance services industry is streets ahead of other
industries in terms of policies and strategies to provide flexibility at work (see Table 1
below). Two thirds of employers say that they have consulted with employees on issues
concerning gender equality (compared to 51.3% across all industries) and many organisations
reported having at least some of the following gender equality policies and strategies
addressing: recruitment, retention, performance management processes, promotions, talent
and high potential identification, succession planning, training and development, and key

performance indicators for managers relating to gender equality (WGEA 2018).

Table 1: Approaches to flexible work as reported to WGEA, 2018
[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE]

This evidence is compelling and positive. However, while a lot is happening on paper for
women in terms of policy, the literature shows that these commitments are still not translating

into cultural change and progressive career outcomes for women.

More than a decade ago, French and Strachan (2007, p.318) concluded that ‘despite an
extensive literature on the barriers women face in the workplace and in management
positions, there is limited research examining specific equity strategies and even less
literature that can link strategies to outcomes such as a change in the numbers of women in
senior positions’. Since then, specific equity strategies have regularly been identified and

quantified by bodies like WGEA.
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The literature demonstrates a clear understanding of the multitude of barriers that confront
women in the workplace; employers are beginning to acknowledge the benefits of their
progression into senior roles within organisations; and governments are helping put strategies
in place to assist. However, there remains a question as to whether these strategies are
producing the desired outcomes in terms of women’s career progression. Given the evidence
of limited progress, this paper concludes with the question of whether the Australian finance
and insurance industry being authentic in its attempts the address gender inequality. If indeed
the industry is genuine, what are the inhibitors to action (theory vs practice)? These are two

key areas for further research.
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[TABLE 1]

Policies and strategies 2018

Finance and insurance services

All industries

Employers that have a flexible

working arrangements policy 78:3% 20.7%
Employers that have a flexible 43,79 26,70,
working arrangements strategy

Types of flexible work offered formally

Carer's leave 97.2% 92.1%
Compressed working week 50.8% 30.8%
Flexible hours of work 82.3% 62.5%
Job sharing 61.0% 44.5%
Part-time work 93.7% 84.1%
Purchased leave 54.3% 33.2%
Telecommuting 66.5% 33.0%
Time-in-lieu 62.6% 54.5%
Unpaid leave 92.1% 81.7%

Source: WGEA data explorer, http://data.wgea.gov.au/
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