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Introduction1 

The purpose of this report is to collate information from the ACES first phase survey on 
matters concerning gender and work in mining. This report supplements the earlier report 
Work and Hours amongst Mining and Energy Workers and should be read in conjunction 
with it.  The methodology for the collection of this material is set out in that report.   

We focus on the 2214 respondents working in mining, including 75 women.  Coal mining 
accounted for 2054 respondents, the other 160 being less unionised mining sectors, mostly 
metals.  We had response rates of 28 per cent amongst the mine and energy workers and 76 
per cent amongst the partners of mine and energy workers who responded.  All gender 
differences discussed in the text below are statistically significant unless specified 
otherwise. 

Mine working is one of the most highly-paid occupations an Australian woman can obtain – 
out of 75 occupations for which the Statistician had data on women’s weekly pay in 2006, 
‘Intermediate Mining and Construction Workers’ was the highest paid2  – but it is also 
highly skewed in gender terms.  In 2008 women accounted for only 10.4 per cent of the 
mining industry with many of those being office workers; they represented just 1.9 per cent 
of tradespersons, 6.3 per cent of operators and production workers and 2.4 per cent of 
supervisors.3  They accounted for 4 per cent of the ACES sample. 

The average age of women miners in our sample was 40.0 years, somewhat younger than 
the male average of 46.2 years.  This reflected their more recent movement into the 
industry.  Another consequence of that was differences in marital status: 38 per cent of the 
women were married, compared to 74 per cent of the men; another 38 per cent of women 
were in a de facto or other relationship, compared to just 16 per cent of men; and 23 per 
cent of women were single [compared to just 10 per cent of men). 

Employment status and tenure 

Amongst our sample, 6 per cent of women (compared to 3 per cent of men) were employed 
on a casual basis, and 8 per cent of women, but only 4 per cent of men, were on fixed term 
contracts.  Surprisingly, differences in employment by contracting firms (accounting for 20 
per cent of women, and 17 per cent of men) were non-significant, though this might reflect 
the composition of the union population rather than the industry.  

Being newer entrants with less secure jobs, women miners had less tenure than men: only 
12 per cent of women, compared with 60 per cent of men, had been in the industry for ten 
or more years, and the figures were 5 per cent of women  with 32 per cent of men for time 
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with the same employer.  Some 16 per cent of women, but only 8 per cent of men, had had 
four or more employers in the past five years.    

Women, however, were no less stable as workers: when we asked about workers’ 
expectations of voluntarily quitting their job in the coming year, there was no significant 
gender difference. 

The domestic sphere 

Table 1 depicts results from three questions about household responsibilities asked of both 
mining and energy workers and their partners.  We show responses from both and, in order 
to enable direct comparisons, also show responses from those members who had partners 
who completed the partner survey. The table shows female mineworkers were much more 
likely than male mineworkers to have responsibility for an even share or even a majority of 
the housework and related responsibilities, and that this was the case regardless of 
whether we examine the perceptions of mineworkers or of their partners. 
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Table 1Perceptions on housework by gender by role (percentages) 

 
 Female Mineworkers Male Mineworkers 

 Mineworkers responses 

Partner 

responses Mineworkers responses 

Partner 

responses 

 

Total 
sample of 
miners 

With 

partners 

completing 

survey  

Total 
sample of 
miners  

With 

partners 

completing 

survey  

How much responsibility do you have for housework? 

Partner majority 5 13 25 50 52 83 

Evenly shared 21 25 50 33 33 14 

Mineworker majority 74 63 25 17 14 3 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Who usually dresses the children in your household? 

Always or Usually 

Mineworkers 54 33 30 3 1 1 

Mineworkers and 

partner equally 36 42 50 23 22 15 

Usually or Always  

partner 7 17 10 72 75 82 

Another person in 

household 3 8 10 3 2 2 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Who stays at home with the kids when they are ill? 

Always or Usually 

Mineworkers 47 25 27 4 1 1 

Mineworkers and 

partner equally 30 33 46 22 22 16 

Usually or Always  

partner 17 33 18 75 75 81 

Another person in 

household 7 8 9 2 2 1 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

Source: Data columns 1,2,4 and 5: ACES members survey; data columns 3 & 6: ACES partners survey. 
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Flexibility requests  

 
We collected data about a range of requests for flexible work that mineworkers could have 
wanted, or sought, during the preceding twelve months.  Because of their domestic 
responsibilities, 13 per cent of women miners in ACES would have liked to work part-time 
or job share (compared to 5 per cent of men).  But because of the rigid nature of work 
schedules, only 2 per cent of women put in a request to do so (as did 0.5 per cent of men).    

Altogether, 12 per cent of women (and 4 per cent of men) wanted a change because of 
childcare or care of other relatives.  Another 13 per cent of women (and 6 per cent of men) 
wanted a change because of their partner’s working hours.   

Overall, though, women were more likely than men to have their request for change 
granted: three of the four women who sought a change for child or elder care reasons 
obtained it, the other in part; but most men had such requests declined, reinforcing the 
gender division of responsibilities at home.  

  
Job quality and insecurity 

 

In ACES, 19 per cent of women, but only 11 per cent of men, believed there was a 50 per 
cent or higher chance of their losing their current job (either be retrenched, fired, or not 
have their contract renewed) during the coming year.  

Other aspects of job quality were also poorer for women.  Many mining jobs are routine and 
women are concentrated in those lower level jobs, especially truck driving: 76 per cent of 
women in ACES (compared to 48 per cent of men) agreed their job was repetitive; 83 per 
cent of women disagreed they had a lot of choice in deciding what they do at work (as did 
62 per cent of men); and 71 per cent disagreed they had a lot of freedom over how they did 
their work (versus 35 per cent of men).  Only 7 per cent of women in our sample had a 
trade (certificate IV) qualification, compared to 27 per cent of men.  Still, around half of 
each sex had a ‘ticket’ for operating specific equipment.   

Workers have little control over their working hours but this is especially the case for 
women in these lower level jobs.  Women, like men, therefore face challenges in coping with 
the rotating twelve hour shift schedules that now dominate mine work (Smith, 2008).  Thus 
84 per cent of women (61 per cent of men) believe they have no say over their hours 
worked; 88 per cent of women (70 per cent of men) report no say over the types of shifts 
they work; 90 per cent of women (74 per cent of men) report no say over which shifts they 
work on which days; and 89 per cent of women (79 per cent of men) have no say over their 
start and finish times.  
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The union  
 
Our survey data showed that workers with longer tenure in the industry were: less likely to 
agree that they could depend on management to help if they are in trouble; more likely to 
agree that management has more power than unions; and more likely to agree that the gap 
between the rich and the poor in Australia is too great.   

The ‘newness’ and shorter tenure of women may therefore have led employers to hope that 
they would be less militant than men.  Other researchers have found that a strategy among 
Australian mining companies since the 1980s was to employ those who had little or no 
memory of industrial militancy.4 In February 2010 Rio Tinto’s mine manager Dave Lamb 
said: 

We actively go out to recruit people with no previous (mining) experience because it 
helps establish the culture we want to develop . . . we're looking for people we can align 
to how we want them to work. 5  

Despite the likely assumption by companies that women would be more compliant and less 
pro-union, the ACES data show no significant gendered difference in miners’ attitudes to the 
union on any of four items regarding whether:  

• the union lodge (based around a mine) really cared for them;  
• the district office really cared for them;  
• help was available from the lodge when they had a problem; or  
• help was available from the district office when they had a problem.   

While 41 per cent of men in our sample said they were very involved with the union, so did 
43 per cent of women, a non-significant difference.   

In addition, there were no differences between men and women regarding whether: 

• management had more power than unions or  
• the gap between the rich and the poor was too great  

This was despite the link between tenure and pro-union attitudes on these and other issues.   

On the question of whether you could depend on management to help if they were in 
trouble, there was a marginally significant difference (at the 10 per cent level) on a t-test, 
because women were less likely than men to give the strongest positive response and more 
likely to give the strongest negative response (only 1 per cent of women, versus 10 per cent 
of men, gave a seven on this seven-point scale; and 20 per cent of women, versus 11 per 
cent of men, gave a one).  
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Harassment and safety 

There were several ways in which women were more concerned about their safety in the 
mines than male workers were.  We asked ACES respondents whether ‘any of the following 
make you feel unsafe’.  The list included nine items ranging from working ‘night shifts’ to  
‘the district where you sleep at night’. Possible responses were ‘never’, ‘sometimes’ and 
‘often’.    

Sixty four per cent of women, and 56 per cent of men, often or sometimes felt unsafe as a 
result of night shifts. Our qualitative interviews of women and men revealed that women 
were often seen as more responsible and less likely to behave like ‘cowboys’ than men.  It is 
possible this more cautious approach amongst women is reflected in the above and the fact 
that 34 per cent of women, compared to 23 per cent of men, felt ‘often’ concerned about 
their safety as a result of fatigue amongst their fellow workers.    

Twenty five per cent of women, almost double the 13 per cent of men, ‘often’ felt unsafe due 
to the attitudes of fellow employees.  This was strongly correlated with attitudes towards 
fatigue, but other factors including the behaviour of employees towards each other were 
also reflected in these figures. 

Most importantly, when asked whether ‘harassment at work’ made respondents feel unsafe, 
37 per cent of women and 24 per cent of men responded affirmatively.   Women were three 
times as likely as men to say that they ‘often’ felt unsafe from harassment: 12 per cent said 
this, compared to 4 per cent of men, while 25 per cent of women, compared to 21 per cent 
of men, said they ‘sometimes’ felt unsafe.  

Our survey did not identify where women took a discrimination complaint to a tribunal, but 
it did identify where people had wanted or requested to change crews within the previous 
twelve months and this could be cross-tabulated against harassment experiences.  Only 7 
per cent of men in our ACES sample had thought at some time in the preceding twelve 
months that they would like to change crews, but 18 per cent of women had thought this.   

Women were also more likely to take it a step further and put in a request for change of 
crew: 13 per cent of all women miners put in such a request, compared to just 2 per cent of 
male miners.   The lodging of requests for crew changes was closely related to harassment 
and gender: 9 per cent of men who said that they had ‘often’ felt unsafe as a result of 
harassment at work put in a request for a change of crew (over four times as often as men 
who had not experienced harassment); and 44 per cent of women who often felt unsafe as a 
result of harassment had requested a change of crew (again, over four times as often as 
women who had not experienced harassment).   A majority of these requests by women 
were agreed to.   

Aside from exiting the crew, another option was to leave the job altogether.  Amongst the 
nine women who reported that they often felt unsafe as a result of harassment, two thirds 
said there was a 50 per cent chance or better that they would voluntarily leave their job in 
the next year; over half of them were almost certain (they put the probability at 90 per cent 
or above).  Amongst the 66 men who reported that they often felt unsafe as a result of 
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harassment, only 18 per cent were almost certain they would voluntarily leave within the 
next year. 

Another response, and amplifier, of harassment was job insecurity.  As mentioned, we asked 
respondents what they thought was the chance that they would lose their current job 
(either be retrenched, fired, or not have their contract renewed) during the next twelve 
months.  Amongst the 14 women who thought that the chance they would lose their job was 
50 per cent or more, half said that they had often felt unsafe as a result of harassment; 
amongst those (n=37) who thought there was no chance of losing their job, none reported 
they had often felt unsafe as a result of harassment.   Amongst men, job insecurity was also 
related to harassment but less strongly: amongst men who thought that the chance they 
would lose their job was 50 per cent or more, 12 per cent said that they had often felt 
unsafe as a result of harassment; amongst those who thought there was no chance of losing 
their job, 3 per cent reported they had often felt unsafe as a result of harassment.     

While this likely means that more vulnerable workers are targeted, it probably also reflects 
insecurity being fuelled by harassment.  Although proportions of women reporting often 
feeling unsafe from harassment were slightly greater for those employed by contractor 
firms than by mining companies, and for those in fixed-term contracts rather than 
permanent jobs, with small N the differences were not large enough to be significant for 
these single items.   To address this feedback mechanism, we created an objective index of 
insecurity by regressing perceived insecurity against several more objective indicators 
(casual employment; fixed-term employment; working for a contractor firm; number of 
employers in previous five years; amount of say in three core aspects of working time; 
whether night shift is worked) and using the predicted value from that equation (in effect, 
creating a weighted index of those six items) then  split the sample into two groups: ‘high’ 
predicted insecurity and ‘medium/low predicted’ insecurity.  The high group constituted 
the top (i.e. most insecure) 20 per cent of the sample; the medium/low group the remaining 
80 per cent.  We found that amongst women in the ‘high’ predicted insecurity group, 24 per 
cent ‘often’ felt unsafe as a result of harassment, compared to only 6 per cent in the 
medium/low predicted insecurity group.  Amongst males the relationship was much 
weaker: 6 per cent amongst the ‘high’ predicted insecurity group, compared to 3 per cent 
amongst the low predicted insecurity group, and for them the relationship was only 
significant at the 10 per cent level (versus 5 per cent for women despite the much smaller 
N).  Thus job insecurity makes women in particular more vulnerable to harassment, but 
harassment also feeds back and makes the victims of harassment feel more insecure about 
their ongoing employment. 

 

Support networks 

 

To avoid or respond to harassment and become part of the workplace, women needed to 
manage their public identities to build up social capital in the workplace.  They thus sought 
to develop networks of support, in both their domestic and working ‘crew’ worlds.6   
Operating in a male-dominated environment, women had more difficulty than men in 
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developing networks of support.  In ACES we asked participants to respond to several 
statements on a seven-point agree-disagree Likert scale.  While only 13 per cent of male 
miners disagreed with the statement ‘Where I work, I can depend on people to help if I am 
in trouble’, double that proportion, 27 per cent, of women disagreed.   

Women also felt more cut off from support outside the workplace: 46 per cent of women 
(compared to 27 per cent of men) said that work ‘often’ or ‘always’ interfered with their 
ability to develop and maintain community connections.   

In addition, 19 per cent of women (compared to 9 per cent of men) were dissatisfied with 
the extent to which they felt part of the community.    

The ACES study showed that a key factor associated with harassment was the existence (or 
lack) of networks of support.   This is best illustrated in Figure 1, which shows the 
proportions of men and women reporting that they ‘often’ feel unsafe due to harassment, 
scored against their responses to the question on ability to depend on people at work if 
they are in trouble.  For both sexes those most often reporting harassment are those who 
most strongly disagree that they can depend on people at work if they are in trouble.  The 
impact is especially notable for women.  Although the small N means that the pattern 
shown in the line for women is more irregular than for men, the overall trend is clear and 
the results significant (for example, t-tests for both sexes show that scores on the 
workplace support question are significantly lower for those who report often being 
harassed than for other workers). 

Figure 1: Harassment by support networks by gender 
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Open-ended questions 

The last question in the survey asked an open-ended question at the end of the survey: “Is 
there anything else you would like to say about work, your shift patterns or how they relate 
to your health or personal, family life or community?”  As discussed in the first report, most 
of the comments here related to shift work and working hours, and to a lesser extent 
companies and the union.  A small number of comments related to gender issues.  Two male 
mining and energy workers appeared to be concerned about the encroachment of women: 

• There are too many women getting into the mining game at the coalface so to speak.  
It's not a sexist/old age thought, it's just that they can't handle it and take things too 
personally. 

• Women are in a man's workforce, there's no mateship.  Got to think of women and 
sexual harassment.  There's too much paperwork.  Women are taking over a man's 
world. 

A female mining and energy worker appeared to be aware of such attitudes but argued 
against them: 

• The cross male/female attitudes need to be stamped out.  Females have a right to 
employment in this country, to put a roof over their own heads… EEO legislation 
needs to be changed.  We need to treat workplace bullying from childhood.   

Two partners also made comments, one along similar lines to the first two above: 

• Women are taking over a man's world.  What about a man's rights? 

Another expressed similar concerns but for very different reasons (highlighting the point 
made earlier about support networks for women miners outside the workplace): 

• I am however concerned with the amount of women now allowed to join the mining 
sector - the fact that not only do they work with our men, but they live in the same 
camps, and there is a pub onsite?  Mobile phones have provided evidence of affairs - 
mining structure will put the divorce rates up.  These men are away from home 6 
months of the year! 

It should be remembered that the questionnaire was not designed to explicitly gather data 
on respondents’ attitudes to gender issues.  So although the frequency of these remarks 
(compared to others shown in the first report) suggest that gender is not a top ranking 
issue amongst members and their partners, it is feasible more comments may have arisen if 
there was a more explicit focus on this in the closed-choice questions.   Still, the overall 
impression gained is that while, for a minority of male mining and energy workers (and 
some of their partners), there may be concerns about women being employed in mining, for 
the majority this is probably not a major issue.   
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Conclusions and implications 

 

Female mineworkers are similar to male mineworkers in terms of their attitudes regarding, 
involvement in and attachment to the union.  This is despite the likelihood that some 
companies may have sought to increase their use of female workers due to false 
assumptions that women would be less militant than men.  However, women have different 
experiences to male mineworkers, some but not all of which relate to their shorter tenure in 
the industry.  These include: 

• being more likely to work in casual or fixed-term positions; 
• having more employers within the past five years – but they are no more likely than 

men to want to change jobs; 
• experiencing greater domestic burdens; 
• having a greater desire to have more flexible working arrangements, particularly job 

sharing and access to part-time work, often because of care responsibilities (though 
both sexes are reluctant to go to the effort of making requests – and men are more 
likely to have their request rejected than women, thereby reinforcing the gender-
based division of responsibilities at home). 

Women also:  

• are more insecure in their work; 
• experience that work as being more repetitive and have less say in what they did or 

how it was done; 
• experience even less control over their working hours; 
• have a greater likelihood of feeling concerned about their safety as a result of fatigue 

amongst their fellow workers or the attitudes of fellow employees; 
• have a greater likelihood of feeling concerned about their safety as a result of 

harassment – for example they are more likely to want to change crews, or to put in 
a request to change crews, seemingly linked to harassment, and are more likely to 
want to leave their job, seemingly as a result of harassment; 

• are less able to access to social networks within the workplace; and 
• are less able to access support outside the workplace. 

Note, though, that harassment was not only experienced by women and that, for both 
women and men, perceived job insecurity was increased by harassment.  That is, more 
vulnerable workers are targeted for harassment, and insecurity appears to be fuelled by 
harassment.  Harassment is also more likely where workers have low access to support 
networks, particularly within the workplace.  There appears to be some residual antipathy 
towards women in the industry but the limited indications are that this is likely to be a 
minority viewpoint, or at least a view that is not given prominence. 
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The possible policy implications for the union include: 

• continuing and extending the recently revived ‘women in mining’ annual conference 
or workshops; 

• campaigning and pressuring employers, including the use of enterprise agreement 
negotiations, to allow members greater say in their working hours, also access to 
part-time work and job-sharing, including  

• emphasising that this is not just a right for females but for all mining and energy 
workers; and 

• offering access to third party resolution (e.g. via FWA) if a company unreasonably 
refuses a request for flexibility; 

• pressuring employers to boost training and up-skilling of female mineworkers and 
allow equal access to training; 

• educating members regarding the potential and actual role of women miners as 
union activists, possibly an under-utilised resource for the union, and active 
encouragement of women to take up such positions; 

• encouraging the development within workplaces of mutual support networks that 
cross genders;  

• educating both male and female members regarding their rights and responsibilities 
in relation to harassment, in its various forms; and 

• continuing campaigning on issues of insecurity and safety that are of concern to all 
members but have a particular impact on female mineworkers. 

 

Endnotes 
                                                           
1 Thanks to Heather Peetz for assistance with editing. 
2 Australian Bureau of Statistics (6306.0). Employee Earnings and Hours, Australia, 
unpublished data. Canberra. 
3 Queensland Resources Council (2008). Unpublished survey of QRC members Queensland 
operations. Brisbane, QRC. 
4Eveline, J. and M. Booth (2002). "Gender and Sexuality in Discourses of Managerial Control: 
The Case of Women Miners." Gender, Work and Organisation 9(5): 556-578., 562; 
Thompson, H. (1984). "Class and gender in the Pilbara." Arena 68: 124-40. 
5 quoted in Koch, T. and J. Walker (2010). "Mines recruit women drivers on big money " 
Australian. 13 February.  
6 Smith, J. (2008). "Crafting Kinship at home and at work: Women Miners in Wyoming." 
WorkingUSA: The Journal of Labor and Society 11: 439-458. 
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