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1. [bookmark: _Toc202971732]Introduction
As Victoria’s Public Sector Gender Equality Commissioner (Commissioner), I welcome the opportunity to provide a submission to the Victorian Independent Remuneration Tribunal’s (Tribunal) 2025 determination adjusting the values of the remuneration bands for executives employed in Victorian Public Service (VPS) bodies (the Determination).
The below views and recommendations are based on my experience in implementing Victoria’s Gender Equality Act 2020 (the Act), as well as my previous experience serving as the South Australian Commissioner for Equal Opportunity and administering the South Australian Equal Opportunity Act 1984 and serving as Tribunal Member on the South Australian Remuneration Tribunal.
Ensuring a gendered lens is applied to executive remuneration bands is critical to target the reduction of the gender pay gap and improve gender equality outcomes. I would welcome the opportunity to meet with the Tribunal to further discuss the gender pay gap at the executive level, and the recommendations I have made throughout this submission.
[bookmark: _Toc202971733]Key recommendations
1. The Tribunal should explicitly consider the prevailing executive gender pay gap in the VPS as a key economic indicator.
1. The Tribunal should explicitly consider gendered segregation in the VPS as a key economic indicator.
1. The Tribunal should ban the practice of asking for or relying on a candidate's salary history in the recruitment, promotion and remuneration of public sector executives.
[bookmark: _Toc202971734]Background
[bookmark: _Hlk202873576]Victoria’s Gender Equality Act 2020
The Act which came into effect on 31 March 2021, is the first of its kind in Australia and is recognised globally as leading workplace gender equality legislation. The Act requires over 300 Victorian public sector organisations, universities and local councils with 50 or more employees (‘duty holders’) to take positive action to improve gender equality outcomes. In particular, duty holders are required to:
conduct a workplace gender audit and develop a Gender Equality Action Plan (GEAP) every four years; 
make reasonable and material progress in relation to the seven workplace gender equality indicators and their GEAP strategies and measures, and report on this progress every two years;
undertake a gender impact assessment (GIA) when developing or reviewing policies, programs and services that have a direct and significant impact on the public, and report on these GIAs in their progress reports; and
consider and promote gender equality and take necessary and proportionate action towards achieving workplace gender equality.
In addition to these core obligations, the Act includes a dispute resolution function, which allows the Commissioner to consider systemic gender equality issues referred to them, where there is a referral power in an enterprise agreement or workplace determination. 
As you may be aware, the GE Act is ground-breaking in its recognition that gender inequality may be compounded by other forms of disadvantage or discrimination that a person may experience on the basis of their Aboriginality, age, disability, ethnicity, gender identity, race, religion, sexual orientation, and other attributes. 
As part of fulfilling their requirements under the GE Act, duty holders are required to consider intersectionality when conducting their workplace gender audits, in the development of their GEAPs, and where practicable, when undertaking GIAs. 
2. [bookmark: _Toc202971735]Submission
[bookmark: _Toc202971736]What adjustment to the values of the remuneration bands should the Tribunal consider, if any?
I do not wish to make a substantive submission in relation to this consultation question. 
However, I note that any adjustment to the remuneration bands must be carefully considered for its potential impact on the executive level gender pay gap, discussed below. A blanket increase without accompanying measures to address underlying inequities could inadvertently widen this gap.
[bookmark: _Toc202971737]Which economic and financial indicators should the Tribunal consider in adjusting the values of the remuneration bands?
In addition to the key economic indicators published by the Australia Bureau of Statistics, the Tribunal should consider indicators that reflect the economic imperative of gender equality, including the gender pay gap (including the superannuation gap) and labour market segregation. 
The gender pay gap 
	Recommendation 1: The Tribunal should explicitly consider the prevailing executive gender pay gap in the VPS as a key economic indicator.


The prevailing executive gender pay gap in the VPS
As of June 2024, the median gender pay gap at the executive level in the VPS was 7.5%, down from 7.9% in 2023.[footnoteRef:2] While this reduction is welcome, the continued existence of this gap, favouring male executives, demonstrates that more targeted interventions are required to address its underlying drivers.  [2:  Victorian Public Sector Commission (VPSC), Workforce data (state of the public sector) 2024: Executive pay and gender pay 2024, 17 May 2024.] 

My office recently published an Insights Report on the Gender Pay Gap (CGEPS Insights Report) providing a detailed analysis of the pay gap data submitted to me by duty-holders under the Act in 2023. The report highlights that gender bias and discrimination — the biggest driver of the gender pay gap[footnoteRef:3] — appears in many workplace practices, including those relating to recuritment, promotion, training opportunities, and pay decisions. In fact, the data submitted to me revealed that men continue to receive a disproportionate share of career development training opportunities, secondments, higher duties and promotions in the VPS: men received almost 46% of higher duties opportunities and almost 41% of promotions and secondments, despite being only 34% of the workforce. [3:  KPMG, DCA (Diversity Council Australia) and WGEA (Workplace Gender Equality Agency) (2022) She’s Price(d)less: The economics of the gender pay gap 2022, WGEA,38.] 

Another key driver of the gender pay gap is gendered segregation at the occupation and industry levels. This is discussed further below, in relation to my second recommendation. 
The gender pay gap as an economic indicator
As outlined above, achieving pay equity in the VPS is a key workplace gender equality indicator under the GE Act. The importance of reducing the gender pay gap is also reflected in Minister for Women’s pay equity targets under ‘Our equal state: Victoria's gender equality strategy and action plan 2023-2027' (‘Our Equal State’).[footnoteRef:4] In particular, Our Equal State sets a target to halve the gender pay gap in the VPS in five years. It also has an action to reach gender parity in CEO and other senior leadership roles in each portfolio in the VPS within five years.  [4:  See actions 94 and 95: State of Victoria, Department of Families, Fairness and Housing, Our Equal State: Victoria’s Gender Equality Strategy and Action Plan 2023 – 2027 (August 2023), 75.] 

The gender pay gap is a critical economic indicator because it reveals underlying inefficiencies in the labour market and has significant consequences for economic growth, productivity, and overall prosperity. In particular, the gender pay gap acts as an indicator of:
Labour market inefficiency and talent misallocation: a persistent and significant gender pay gap suggests that wages are not being determined solely by skill, experience, and productivity. Instead, a non-economic factor — gender — is influencing compensation, leading to the market’s inefficient pricing the labour of women. Further, if women are systematically paid less, they may be discouraged from entering or remaining in certain high-value professions. This leads to a misallocation and underutilisation of talent, where the most skilled individuals may not be in the most suitable roles, hindering innovation and productivity for individual entities and the entire economy.[footnoteRef:5] Evidence suggests that ‘we could add $128 billion to the economy through boosting women’s workforce participation and productivity growth if we tackle the factors holding women back’.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Chief Executive Women, CEW Senior Executive Census 2024: Keeping Score of a Losing Game, September 2024; Australian Government, Department of Premier and Cabinet, Women’s Equality Taskforce, ‘A 10-year-plan to unleash the full capacity and contribution of women to the Australian economy 2023 – 2033’ (Final Report), p 16.]  [6:  Australian Government, Department of Premier and Cabinet, Women’s Equality Taskforce, ‘A 10-year-plan to unleash the full capacity and contribution of women to the Australian economy 2023 – 2033’ (Final Report), p 16.] 

Household and national economic health: the gender pay gap directly reduces the potential income of households where women are earners. In dual-income households, it suppresses the total family income. For single-parent households headed by women, the impact is even more severe. With less disposable income, women and their families spend less on goods and services, which can dampen overall economic growth (GDP).[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Kennedy, T et al. ‘Reducing gender wage inequality increases economic prosperity for all: Insights from Australia’, Economic Analysis and Policy, 55 (September 2017), 14 – 24.] 

Future economic burdens and liabilities: The economic consequences of the pay gap are not just immediate; they accumulate over a lifetime and create future costs for the state. A lifetime of lower pay directly results in significantly lower superannuation and retirement savings for women.[footnoteRef:8] The current national gender gap in superannuation balances at retirement age is substantial: women have around 25% less super than men.[footnoteRef:9] A large superannuation gap means more women are likely to experience poverty in retirement and will be more reliant on social services.[footnoteRef:10] This places a greater, and preventable, long-term financial burden on the government and future taxpayers. [8:  WGEA, Women’s economic security in retirement: Insight Paper, February 2020.]  [9:  Clare, R., An update on superannuation account balances, Association of Superannuation Funds Australia, November 2023.]  [10:  WGEA, Women’s economic security in retirement: Insight Paper, February 2020.] 

Addressing the gender pay gap is therefore not simply an act of promoting fairness; it is an economic reform strategy. By closing the gap, we move towards a more efficient labour market, boost household and national income, increase consumer spending, reduce future social liabilities, and unlock the full productive potential of the entire workforce. I therefore recommend that the Tribunal explicitly consider the prevailing executive gender pay gap in the VPS as a key economic indicator.
Labour market segregation
	Recommendation 2: The Tribunal should explicitly consider gendered segregation in the VPS as a key economic indicator.


Gendered segregation in the VPS
The most current data on the VPS workforce composition demonstrates that women continue to be underrepresented in leadership roles: although 67.7% of employees were women, only 51.8% of VPS executives were women.[footnoteRef:11] It also illuminates a palpable glass ceiling whereby women consistently occupy a higher proportion of VPS Grade 2 – VPS Grade 5 roles, however significantly lower proportions of VPS Grade 6 roles, Senior Technical Specialist roles and executive level roles.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  VPSC, Workforce data (state of the public sector) 2024: Age, gender and sexuality 2024, 17 May 2024 .]  [12:  VPSC, Workforce data (state of the public sector) 2024: Employee pay and gender pay 2024, 17 May 2024.] 

Gendered segregation as an economic indicator 
I recommend that the Tribunal explicitly consider labour market segregation in the VPS as a key economic indicator on the basis that it:
Reveals labour market distortions and biases that traditional economic indicators would fail to illuminate: By considering segregation as an indicator, the Tribunal can consciously ask: "Is the market rate for this executive role artificially deflated because it sits within a 'feminised' portfolio? Does it accurately reflect the work value, or does it reflect a biased market?". If the Tribunal relies solely on market data for comparator roles without accounting for this segregation, it risks importing and cementing historical biases – such as the undervaluation of care and community work and gendered stereotypes about women in leadership roles - into the public service pay structure. 
Allows the Tribunal to address a primary cause of the gender pay gap: As noted above, considering gendered segregation is fundamental to addressing the gender pay gap, itself a key economic indicator. The CGEPS Insights Report identifies workforce gender segregation as a significant contributor to the gender pay gap, with industrial segregation and occupation segregation accounting for 4% and 20% respectively in 2020.[footnoteRef:13] Closing the gap in industrial and occupational segregation is equivalent to over $232 million per week in national earnings.[footnoteRef:14] By considering workforce segregation when making the Determination, the Tribunal can ensure that executive roles in portfolios like Health, Education, and Families, Fairness and Housing are valued on par with those in Treasury, Infrastructure, or Transport, based on objective work value, not historical gender bias. [13:  KPMG, Diversity Council Australia (DCA) and Workplace Gender Equality Agency (WGEA) (2022) She’s Price(d)less: The economics of the gender pay gap 2022, WGEA,38.]  [14:  KPMG, DCA and WGEA (2022) She’s Price(d)less: The economics of the gender pay gap 2022, WGEA, 12.] 

Promotes economic efficiency by ensuring the VPS can attract and retain the best talent for all executive roles: When certain fields are seen as "men's work" or "women's work," the talent pool for any given executive role is effectively halved. This prevents the best possible candidate from being appointed, which harms the productivity and effectiveness of the VPS. Further, vertical segregation indicates that the VPS may be failing to retain and promote talented women into its most senior ranks. This represents a significant loss of investment in training and development and a loss of valuable corporate knowledge and leadership potential.
[bookmark: _Toc202971738]What other matters should the Tribunal consider when making the Determination, if any, in addition to those listed in the VIRTIPS Act?
I do not wish to make a substantive submission in relation to this consultation question. However, I wish to make a further recommendation to the Tribunal in relation to the use of its statutory powers, whether in relation to this Determination, its next determination made under section 21 of the Victorian Independent Remuneration Tribunal and Improving Parliamentary Standards Act 2019 (VIRTIPS Act), or otherwise. In particular, I recommend that the Tribunal seek to ban (or provide guidance that strongly recommends against) the practice of asking for or relying on a candidate's salary history in the recruitment, promotion and remuneration of VPS executives.
	Recommendation 3: The Tribunal should ban the practice of asking for or relying on a candidate's salary history in the recruitment, promotion and remuneration of public sector executives.


Executive salary anchoring bias 
In my view, a significant contributor to the executive gender pay gap in the VPS is the anchoring of new salaries to previous earnings. This practice perpetuates historical pay discrimination that women have faced throughout their careers.[footnoteRef:15] Banning the practice of asking for or relying on a candidate's salary history in the recruitment, promotion and remuneration of VPS executives is a critical mechanism to break this cycle. As of April 2025, 22 American states and 24 American municipalities have adopted some form of a salary history ban.[footnoteRef:16] Similar bans have also been implemented in Canada and Europe.[footnoteRef:17]   [15:  Bessen, J, Denk, E and Meng, C, ‘Perpetuating Wage Inequality: Evidence from Salary History Bans’, Boston University School of Law. Public Law & Legal Theory Paper No. 20-19, February 2021.]  [16:  HR Drive, Salary History Bans: A running list of states and localities that have outlawed pay history questions, 30 April 2025.]  [17:  Section 5 of Canada’s Pay Transparency Act prohibits employers from seeking compensation history information about an applicant for a position: Pay Transparency Act 2018, S.O. 2018, c. 5 - Bill 3; Article 5(2) of the EU Pay Transparency Directive similarly prohibits employers from asking applicants about their pay history in their current or previous roles: European Union, The European Parliament, The Council, ‘Directive of the European Parliament and of The Council to Strengthen the Application of the Principle of Equal Pay for Equal Work or Work of Equal Value Between Men and Women Through Pay Transparency and Enforcement Mechanisms’, 10 May 2023.] 

Evidence tells us that the use of salary history bans can reduce the gender pay gap for women and marginalised groups.[footnoteRef:18] They can also have a positive impact on screening and recruitment processes. In particular, a research experiment conducted in America revealed that, without access to applicant wage histories, employers enlarge the pool of applicants they consider — that is, without the anchor of a low prior salary, employers may be more willing to consider female candidates they might have otherwise screened out.[footnoteRef:19] Further, the candidates hired by these employers had lower past wages and negotiated better salaries.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Ibid. ]  [19:  Barach, M. A and Horton, J. J, ‘How Do Employers Use Compensation History?: Evidence From a Field Experiment’, 22 October 2019.]  [20:  Ibid.] 

While the use of such bans may have limited impact in circumstances where candidates (more likely to be men) voluntarily disclose their salary history,[footnoteRef:21] the evidence suggests that — coupled with enhanced transparency and a focus on equitable career progression — salary history bans can assist the VPS to close the executive gender pay gap. Women and ‘women’s work’ have historically been undervalued and underpaid. Allowing a woman’s prior salary to justify wage disparity perpetuates and further entrenches this obvious means of discrimination.  [21:  Cowgill, B, Agan, A and Gee Laura, ‘The Gender Disclosure Gap: Salary History Bans Unravel When Men Volunteer Their Income’, IZA Institute of Labor Economics, 2024 Organization Science 35(5), 1571–1588.] 

3. [bookmark: _Toc202971739]Conclusion
By integrating a strong gender lens into its Determination, the Tribunal can contribute significantly to closing the gender pay gap and creating a more equitable and effective public sector for all Victorians.
My office and I would be pleased to work with the Tribunal to provide further information and support in this critical endeavour.
I would like to acknowledge Monique Failla, Senior Policy Adviser at the Commission for her work in preparing the advice provided in this letter. In the first instance please contact Monique if the Commission requires any further assistance (monique.failla@genderequalitycommission.vic.gov.au). 

Yours sincerely



Dr. Niki Vincent
Public Sector Gender Equality Commissioner
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