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Who we are
YWCA Australia
YWCA Australia is the national association of YWCAs in Australia and is part of the World
YWCA movement. We are a women-led organisation that provides advocacy, programs and
services for women, families and communities: www.ywca.org.au

YWCA of Adelaide
YWCA of Adelaide’s purpose is to build stronger communities through the leadership of
women and girls. We do this by supporting them during every step of their leadership
journey. The organisation has been working with and for young women in Adelaide since
1880 and is recognised as the leading voice for young women in SA. We deliver programs
which focus on early intervention and primary prevention in areas such as young women's
leadership, training and employment, health and wellbeing, mentoring and respectful
relationships: www.ywca.com.au

YWCA of Canberra
The YWCA of Canberra is a feminist, non-profit community organisation that has been
providing community services and representing women’s issues in the Canberra
community since its establishment in 1929. We currently deliver programs in the areas of
children’s services, community development, housing, youth services, personal and
professional training, and women’s leadership: www.ywca-canberra.org.au

YWCA of Perth
Since 1920, YWCA of Perth has been providing services to the West Australian community
and creating opportunities for women and girls to achieve their full potential:
www.ywcaperth.com.au

YWCA QLD
YWCA QLD is a vibrant, proactive non-profit working to transform the lives of
disadvantaged Queenslanders. We provide lasting, sustainable solutions for people who
are poor, unskilled, unemployed, homeless, disabled, elderly or otherwise disadvantaged:
www.yq.org.au

YWCA Victoria
YWCA Victoria works to improve the lives of women by ending inequality, through focusing
on community programs that address the shelter, safety, security and empowerment of
women and girls: www.ywca.net
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SA Community Health Research Unit
The South Australian Community Health Research Unit (SACHRU) seeks to enhance health,
wellbeing and equitable outcomes in South Australia by contributing to improving the
quality of primary health care, health promotion and population health initiatives through
research, evaluation and building the capacity of the workforce.
SACHRU provides support to a range of groups including community health services,
government departments administering grants programs, community organisations, and
others conducting community and primary health care projects, such as hospitals, and nongovernment organisations.

Sincere thanks
YWCA and SACHRU sincerely thank the 1650 girls and young women who took the time to
complete SHE Speaks. Your thoughts and ideas were insightful and well considered. Your
input has allowed us to capture a broad cross section of opinions from participants of
varying ages and backgrounds, and will no doubt contribute to action across Australia.
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Introduction
SHE Speaks was initially developed in 2011 through a partnership between YWCA of
Adelaide and the SA Community Health Research Unit (SACHRU).
SHE Speaks aims to capture the voices of girls and young women across five regions of
Australia by exploring a range of concepts and issues, both personal and social, in an online
survey.
SHE Speaks was expanded to also include Queensland, Victoria, the Australian Capital
Territory and Western Australia in 2012. SHE Speaks was promoted through existing YWCA
members and networks including schools and other community based services and not for
profit organisations. The survey was also promoted on YWCA websites and through social
media. The online link was forwarded among a variety of networks from the initial sources.
SHE Speaks remained open from October 2012 to the end of January 2013, with 1655
young women participating.
SHE Speaks was implemented in multiple YWCA sites with the intention of capturing the
voices of a diverse range of girls and young women across different geographic areas and
social backgrounds. SHE Speaks has also been developed to provide young women with a
safe space in which to share their views, aspirations and stories. As such, SHE Speaks
contributes to the global YWCA agenda of providing safe spaces for women and girls. The
findings will be used to shape YWCA and other organisations’ programs and advocacy
around issues facing girls and young women in Australia. We hope that ultimately the
findings will help to achieve gender equality in Australia.
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Methods
SHE Speaks 2012 was developed through a partnership between the SA Community Health
Research Unit (SACHRU) and some of the YWCAs in Australia – the YWCA of Adelaide,
YWCA of Canberra, YWCA QLD and YWCA Victoria, working with YWCA Australia, the
national association of YWCAs in Australia. This survey is a refined version of the first SHE
Speaks survey, which was developed by the YWCA of Adelaide and SACHRU and
implemented in South Australia in 2011. SHE Speaks was developed to reflect the interests
of the participating YWCAs and what they understand as being important to their target
groups and the communities in which they work. Using a mix of quantitative and
qualitative (open ended response) questions, SHE Speaks explores the perceptions of
participants across areas such as their ambitions, their concerns, and their perceptions of
gender equality. A great deal of the survey is workplace-focused.
SHE Speaks 2012 was piloted with 20 participants in early October, and launched on 10
October 2012. SHE Speaks was administered online by SACHRU through Survey Monkey.
The survey was open for approximately 3.5 months, during which time YWCA sites
promoted the survey across their membership and broader networks.
The results were downloaded from Survey Monkey in February 2013. Quantitative
responses were analysed using Microsoft Excel and Statistics Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS) and presented according to YWCA sites where useful. Descriptive statistics
are presented based on numbers of respondents to each question. Qualitative responses
were analysed according to prescribed themes.
The summary and recommendations were developed by YWCA associations after
considering the findings of the report. We urge you to read the report in full.
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Summary and Recommendations from YWCA
Whilst there are a detailed and extensive range of ideas generated by SHE Speaks 2012, the
recommendations will focus on five key areas: Leadership, Balancing education,
Employment and caring, Gender equality, Financial and housing stress, and Transition
points in life. Of course, many of these themes are interrelated.
Everyone has a role to play in increasing opportunities for young women and promoting
gender equality – including all levels of government, the private sector, the community
sector, families, and educational institutions. Our recommendations are therefore directed
to Australian society broadly.

Leadership
Key points:
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Excitingly, over three quarters of participants aspire to be leaders in some aspects
of their life. More than half already consider themselves to be leaders.
Lack of confidence is a strong barrier for participants who felt they did not want to
take on leadership roles.
The level of support from others, and whether they had positive role models shape
the leadership skills and ambitions of young women.
Participants identified close family members (e.g. mum, sister or aunty) then public
figures as the positive role models in their lives. Indeed the individual woman that
participants most admired was ‘my mum’, followed by Australia’s first female Prime
Minister, Julia Gillard.
For the small number of participants who chose service providers/professional
acquaintances as the women they most admired, in more than 40% of cases that
important role model was their “boss”.
Some young women with leadership ambitions are unsure of the pathways to get
there.
Participants highlighted skills levels as impacting on their ability to provide
leadership to others.
Encouragingly, the vast majority of participants would like to assist young women
experiencing disadvantage.

Our recommendations:
To support young women’s leadership and address the under-representation of women
and young women in leadership positions, we recommend cross-sector support for:
 Self-esteem programs targeting girls as a long-term approach to addressing gender
inequality between women and men in Australia.
 Young women’s leadership programs in the areas of politics, business and the
community, including training in board skills and mentoring programs.
SHE Speaks: A YWCA survey of girls and women aged 15-30 years
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 A target of 40% representation of each gender on all ASX-listed company boards (to
be achieved within three years), which will increase visible role models for young
women.
Specifically, to support young women in growing their confidence to take on leadership
roles, programs should provide opportunities to:
 Build and encourage resilience, particularly in developing self-awareness of
personal strengths and abilities.
 See that there are many different types of leadership.
 Develop personal direction through the creation of clear pathways for study,
employment and volunteering.
 Connect and develop relationships with supportive female role models and
mentors.
 Practice and develop critical leadership skills to successfully negotiate change and
to lead others effectively.
 Connect with like-minded peers so that young women with existing leadership skills
can share their capacity and experience with others to help bring about positive
social change.

Balancing education, employment and caring
Key points:
•
•

•
•

Family responsibilities were repeatedly raised as a significant factor shaping work
and other opportunities – the majority of young women expressed concern about
the loss of freedom associated with having children.
Many participants expressed the importance of workplace cultural and structural
change to increase opportunities for young women. Adequately supporting women
and partners to balance work and family responsibilities was seen as an investment
that will improve gender equality.
Only 60% of participants felt that they could currently negotiate part–time work.
Encouragingly, most young women saw improvements in the future; with 63% of
participants believing that it is ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’ true that more men and
women will work in part-time positions to share caring responsibilities in the
future.

Our recommendations:
To improve outcomes for young women regarding balancing education, employment and
caring responsibilities, we recommend cross-sector support for:
 Comprehensive legislative protection from discrimination for both women and men
on the grounds of all forms of family and carer responsibilities (including domestic
relationships and cultural understandings of family, including kinship groups).
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 Making flexible work a normal part of workplace culture for both women and men.
 Reasonably accommodating an employee’s family and caring responsibilities,
including through the provision of flexible work arrangements.
 Changing the gender roles and responsibilities associated with domestic and caring
work.
 Actively encouraging and role modelling men’s increased participation in part time
work.
 An increase in part time and job share roles in senior positions for both men and
women.
 The public sector providing leadership for other industries by introducing ‘job share
registers’ where employees can register their interest in flexible work
arrangements.
 Providing affordable, accessible, quality child care, including care for school age
children, and factoring on-site child care options into workplace design.
Closing the gender pay gap by developing a National Pay Equity Strategy, including the
proper valuing of industries that have traditionally been dominated by women, adequate
funding for any equal remuneration orders in those industries, and measures that actively
encourage women’s participation in higher paying male-dominated industries.

Gender Equality
Exploring the perceptions and ideas of girls and young women around
gender equality and inequality was a key theme of SHE Speaks.

Key points - General:
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

The vast majority of participants believe women and men should have political,
economic and social equality.
Participants identified equal pay for equal work/work of equal value as the gender
equality achievement that was most important to them personally, followed by the
right to vote.
Participants displayed a nuanced understanding of gender equality.
Overwhelmingly, participants felt that gender inequality remains a problem for
women and society more broadly in Australia. There was some feeling that today,
discrimination and gender inequality may play out in more subtle ways. This is
really structural inequality or a failure to reach substantive equality.
Encouragingly, many participants could not identify personal experiences of
discrimination.
Young women appear to be generally resilient and prepared to fight for equality nearly three quarters ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’ believe that they never give up
trying to prove that women are as good as men.
However, it’s important to note that 40% of participants said they would
sometimes ‘give up’ in situations where they feel being a young woman is an issue.
Participants overwhelmingly felt that there are fewer barriers to success
experienced by women today compared to women of the last generation.
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•

Nevertheless participants identified that both young women and young men often
experience barriers to working in their chosen fields.

Key points - Solutions to gender inequality:
•
•
•

•
•

Young women feel that established female leaders could be more supportive of
young women’s leadership.
Changing workplace structures and/or cultures and having visible female role
models were seen as the most effective strategies to achieve gender equality.
Training to change attitudes, setting gender equality targets, increasing part-time
work for men, increasing part-time/job-share roles for senior positions and setting
quotas for women on boards were also seen as either ‘highly’ or ‘a little bit
effective’. In other words, young women see that all these strategies can be useful.
Only 60% of participants felt that they could currently negotiate part–time work.
Encouragingly, most young women saw improvements in the future, with 63% of
participants believing that it is ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’ true that more men and
women will work in part-time positions to share caring responsibilities in the
future.

Key points - Increasing opportunities for young women:
•
•

•
•
•

The most requested opportunities were education and training opportunities,
including education and training for particular groups of women who are currently
missing out.
Clear pathways and support to access education and training also need to be
mapped out, so that young women may find the opportunities that are out there.
Providing new and strengthened pathways to leadership opportunities, including
from an early age, was a theme that emerged from the survey.
The importance of mentoring and role models in all areas of life was again a strong
theme.
The safety and rights of women were a concern for a number of participants. Nearly
half of participants reported receiving unwanted attention from males.
Violence against women and girls, particularly sexual violence, was seen as an
important focus for political leadership.

Our recommendations:
To promote gender equality, we recommend cross-sector support for:
 Providing new and strengthened pathways to leadership opportunities, including
from an early age (for example, the YWCA Every Girl program).
 Increased investment in accessible education and training opportunities for young
women, including marginalised groups of young women, to provide them with a
broad range of opportunities. This should include support for young women to
access education and training, and the mapping of clear pathways so that young
women are aware of the opportunities that are available.
SHE Speaks: A YWCA survey of girls and women aged 15-30 years
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 Mechanisms to change workplace structures and/or cultures. Measures should
identify, target and address systemic discrimination, including education,
preventative measures and positive duties to eliminate sex discrimination, sexual
harassment and promote gender equality.
 Comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation that promotes equality, including
gender equality.
 Measures to increase political participation by young women, including
engagement in local, state/territory and federal electoral processes.
 A target of 40% representation of each gender on all ASX-listed company boards in
Australia (to be achieved over three years).
 Mentoring programs where female leaders from politics, the business and the
community support young women’s leadership.
 Adequate funding and resourcing for education programs about gender equality,
including structural inequality and indirect discrimination.
 Governments across all jurisdictions demonstrating their leadership by fully
committing to the effective implementation and funding of the National Plan to
Reduce Violence against Women and their Children, including funding for respectful
relationships primary prevention work.
 Measures to address the sexual harassment that is widespread in Australian
workplaces, including the development of a national Sexual Harassment Prevention
Strategy to assist all employers and workers understand their rights and
responsibilities relating to sexual harassment.

Financial and housing stress
Key points:
•
•
•

Participants viewed access to support, health and wellbeing, and housing services
as crucial for young women to be able reach their potential.
Nearly 80% of participants feel under financial stress (stating ‘completely’ or
‘somewhat’ true that they always have financial pressures at the back of their
mind).
Housing affordability and access are fundamental to creating opportunities for
young women, and the housing crisis is affecting young women in Australia. The
majority (70%) of participants believed ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’ that the cost
of housing affects what they can do in their life.

Our recommendations:
To reduce the financial and housing stress experienced by young women, we recommend
cross-sector support for:
 Increasing the level of payments for Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance and
other Allowance payments for single adults and young people living independently
of their parents by $50 per week.
SHE Speaks: A YWCA survey of girls and women aged 15-30 years
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 Closing the gender pay gap by developing a National Pay Equity Strategy, including
the proper valuing of industries that have traditionally been dominated by women,
adequate funding for any equal remuneration orders in those industries, and
measures that actively encourage women’s participation in higher paying maledominated industries.
 Initiatives and projects that engage effectively with young women to develop
critical financial literacy skills for financial security and independence, particularly in
relation to credit, investment and money management, for example YWCA NSW’s
Money Savvy program.
 Increased investment in affordable rental housing generally to address Australia’s
housing crisis.
 Initiative and projects that facilitate affordable, safe and secure housing options for
young women specifically, and advocacy and initiatives to promote access to those
options.
 More research into the effects of the affordable housing shortage on young
women, including how young women fare in the outcomes of national responses to
homelessness and housing affordability.

Transition points in life
Participants were asked how they felt about key transition points in their lives – such as
transitioning to high school, higher education, and employment and moving out of home.

Key points:
•
•

The majority of participants at every transition point - except becoming a parent –
had really positive or mostly positive experiences.
However transition to high school and high school itself had the highest proportion
of ‘mostly negative’ or ‘really negative’ responses – indicating there is an
opportunity to invest in young women more at this vulnerable stage.

Our recommendations:
We recommend intervention activities and programs which support young women:
 In adolescence when entering high school: specifically to build motivation, peer
support and access to mentoring during the transition period and beyond if
required.
 When becoming a parent: specifically to build social support, effectively negotiate
family and work roles/expectations and remain actively connected to their personal
and professional interests, networks, activities and employment opportunities.
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Survey participants
There were a total of 1653 participants. Of those who completed each question, a
demographic profile of the participant group has been developed.
The participants are spread across Australia, with the majority of respondents from ACT,
VIC and SA. Smaller numbers from NSW, WA and other states and territories participated.
A large group of participants did not identify which postcode they live in:
Figure: 1
Spread of survey participants x postcodes
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5%
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Generally each jurisdiction is represented by a larger proportion of young women in the
21-30 age categories compared to the 15-20 age categories, although WA has a higher
percentage of 15-17 year olds and a lower percentage of 21-24 year olds.
Figure: 2
Survey participant age representation
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Other participant characteristics:
•
•
•
•
•

A language other than English is the main language spoken at home for 3% of
participants. This included 6.7% of participants in NSW, 4.1% in ACT, 1.9% in SA and
VIC, 1.1% in QLD and 0% in WA.
2.2% identify as Aboriginal, 0.2% as Torres Strait Islander, and 97.6% as nonAboriginal or Torres Strait Islander.
4.8% of participants identify as a person with a disability.
0.5% identify as transgender/transsexual.
79% of respondents are under financial stress (stating ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’
true that they always have financial pressures at the back of their mind).

The majority of participants grew up living with their mum and dad, and most currently live
with their partner, followed by living with their parents and living with friends.
Figure: 3
Living situation of survey participants
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Self
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Other relatives/ family

Grandparents

Foster parent/s

Dad&Dad/Mum&Mum

Parent & step-parent
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A sole parent

0%

Grew up with
Currently
living with

Respondents represented a range of educational levels, although with the majority having
completed a university degree.
Figure: 4
Survey participant educational levels
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20%
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The majority of respondents were employed, with significant percentages also undertaking
study, volunteering and other caring responsibilities. The majority of survey participants
were involved in more than one activity. The spread across participants (as a % of all
participants) was:

Studying
Working
Volunteering
Parent
Carer

Part time
12.7
41
13.9
1
1

Full time
18.2
20.3
1.8
4.6
0.7
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Results
Leadership ambitions of girls and young women
YWCA is interested in the leadership ambition of girls and young women across Australia,
in order to support them to reach their potential. Elevating women through empowerment
is a way to address gender inequality, by providing skills development, experience,
developing motivation and confidence, creating pathways for study and employment, and
through highlighting and supporting role models. SHE Speaks asked girls and young women
about their ambitions around, understandings of, and solutions to support women’s
leadership.
When asked about their current leadership role and future leadership aspirations, 55%
stated that they already consider themselves to be leaders, whilst 26% did not. 19% were
unsure whether they currently see themselves as leaders. Encouragingly, 77% of
respondents aspire to be leaders in some aspect of their lives.
Figure: 5
Do you consider yourself to be a leader?
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Figure: 6

90%

Do you aspire to be a leader in an aspect of your current or
future life?
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Participants identified a range of leadership roles which they currently undertake, including
for example, being a mother, a teacher, leading a team of staff, being a cultural leader, or
being a senior member of a sports club.
Participants explained why they felt a certain way about their leadership potential by
pointing to a range of both internal factors such as their personality type, and skill set, and
external factors such as the support they’d had in developing leadership skills or ambitions.
Participants described their personality type as influencing whether they felt comfortable
or could enjoy themselves in leadership roles. These very positive participants could
identify their personal characteristics which would help them as leaders:
I am educated, motivated and not a total idiot - I'm also bossy as all hell, so it's
probably just inevitable that eventually I'll just get frustrated and decide to take
over and do it myself.
I feel that I have an empathetic and caring nature. I can understand where people
are coming from and can easily direct and assist what needs to be done and how.
I'm a problem solver, and a very rational, analytical 'thinker'.
I don’t like to wait for others to get things done. It's a lot easier to do things first
and lead the way.
Conversely, a lack of confidence was a strong barrier for those participants who felt that
they did not want to take on leadership roles. Some of these comments also highlight the
perception that leadership roles involve being ‘in the spotlight’ and involve a burden of
responsibility:
I don't enjoy leading people - I find making decisions difficult, and would find being
critical about other people difficult.
SHE Speaks: A YWCA survey of girls and women aged 15-30 years

Page 17

Not sure if I have enough of a "vision" in my field to be a leader.
I feel very anxious when any attention is focused upon me.
I don’t feel comfortable being in a leading position. I don’t like making decisions for
others as I don’t want to disappoint or make the wrong choice. I'd prefer to be
responsible for only my own disappointments, not others.
The perception of whether other people see them as leaders also influences whether
participants aspire to leadership:
I don't know if I'm good enough to be a leader, as people generally don't seem to
like me even when I work hard and I try to do the right thing, by what I believe and
by what they need.
People tend to follow me a lot and look to me for leadership.
I have a disability which hampers what I can achieve. I aspire to be a leader, but
often feel usurped by younger generations or louder voices.
Beyond personality traits which may influence the capacity to lead, participants also
identified that their desire not to be a leader was shaped simply by a belief that they’re
happier not being in leadership roles:
Leadership is so overrated. I'm happy to just do my own thing and be left alone. I
would like to be respected as a woman who does not aspire to (leadership).
I would rather not have the responsibility that comes with leadership.
I cannot imagine standing up and being a leader [e.g. Prime Minister] in a country
full of such discrimination, hatred, and unfair judgement.
The level of support from others, and whether they had positive role models were
described as shaping the leadership skills and ambitions of participants. Some participants
felt that leadership was in the future for them, but that they didn’t know the path to get
there:
I feel that I have the potential but have a lot to learn and yet to find a good role
model or a way to make the steps toward this role.
I'd like to be a leader however I have lot to learn before this can occur.
A bit unsure how to get there!
I am still quite young and feel like I have a lot to learn before I am able to take the
lead and support others with their skills development.
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Some participants identified the support they had received since they were young, which
had developed an innate sense of leadership or leadership potential:
My whole life I have been encouraged to lead - SRC leader, Sports Day leader,
management positions in my working life...leadership is something that comes
naturally to me and I have always been supported to do so.
I always have been (a leader)… Way I was raised I suppose.
Since a child I have always received awards, recognition and feedback identifying
me as a natural leader.
Other young women felt that they were well supported in their current roles or aspirations,
and that confidence and skills had developed through that support:
I have had very positive feedback from my workmates and bosses about my
potential.
The people around me have supported and encouraged me to recognise my style of
leadership and that it's just as valid as the more traditional styles.
Having a role model or mentor was also identified as a factor which shapes leadership
ambitions and skills:
I see others in my workplace that I aspire to and feel I could be as good as them.
I have a strong support network of women who have mentored me and provide
advice and connections.
Participants highlighted their skill levels as impacting on their ability to provide leadership
to others. In some cases, these skills were linked to aspects of personality type, for
example being empathetic towards others, having a passion, or having an ability to bring
people together. In other cases the skills were aligned with particular leadership qualities,
and were often seen to be shaped by workplace experience:
I offer mentorship and guidance to others, am good at managing people and
assets…
I make good decisions, problem solve...
(I) communicate well; provide clear instructions; guidance and professionalism.
I'm a fairly passionate individual with solid organisational and people skills. Once I
commit to something I tend to invest a lot of myself and my time.
I’m not yet experienced enough…
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I have a leader's ideas…
More broadly, participants revealed their beliefs about leadership and where they see
themselves within that broader context. Interestingly, some participants described
complexities in the way leadership as a concept is viewed in society, with different
meanings in different contexts. Importantly, many participants felt that leadership is much
more than a professional ranking, but rather an approach to interacting with other people:
I think the notion of leadership is pretty confused in today's society. I see greater
leadership displayed in putting others before oneself but this is not really
synonymous with the way the word is usually employed…
Even if you're not in a specific leadership role, you can be a leader if you take
responsibility and inspire other people to work towards a vision.
Quantifying "leadership": I don't want to wear a black skirt, have a stressed life with
no time for family or friends just so I can hold an executive position. It's not worth
it. I think I would like to "lead" but not in a business sense - but a social sense.
A number of respondents questioned the assumption that leadership is something to
aspire to, and in doing so revealed their own beliefs that leadership is about ‘being in front’
rather than, for example, leading by example or supporting others through leadership:
Although I think it is important for women to be leaders, I don't necessarily think I
must aspire to be one (nor should men, for that matter). There is much value to be
had in those who don't typically just 'lead', but who do the work!
I get sick of the emphasis on leadership. Why must everyone be leading, who are
they all leading? I think it's great to take initiative but observing, thinking and being
self-motivated and self-reliant is great too.
The idea that being a leader is worthwhile was reflected in the belief that there are both
personal and social benefits:
Following people will only get you their dreams
Yes I think I am a leader in some ways. I lead by healthy example, I promote being
healthy in my profession, my personal life and endeavour to change and help
people in my future, wherever possible.
A key motivation for young women to become leaders was the satisfaction from helping
other people, through sharing skills or through offering guidance.
I believe I have something to offer to others and the community.
I want to inspire younger generations and help teach them the way that I was
taught: in a way that makes people feel inspired, and also good about themselves.
SHE Speaks: A YWCA survey of girls and women aged 15-30 years
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Sharing life experience was seen as a way of offering leadership to others in similar
situations:
Because I have gone through a lot of experiences I have a lot of inspiration, I could
give to someone younger and prove that just because you’re a victim doesn’t mean
you have to give up on life.
I want to help my people (Aboriginal) mainly youth understand that it is ok to break
the cycle - you ain’t no coconut.
Some participants identified the need for leadership as a means of bringing about broader
social change:
I think our generation has a lot to offer in terms of bringing about positive change.
I'd like to be a part of that.
I want to change things!
I want to be part of shaping our society to be just, equitable and positive for my
wellbeing, and that of my communities.
These responses align with the results of the question which asked whether participants
would like to help young women less fortunate than themselves: 95% stated that this is
completely or somewhat true.
Figure: 7
I would like to help young women less fortunate
than me
Completely true
Somewhat true
Not sure
Somewhat untrue
Completely Untrue
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Achievements and role models for young women

Participants were asked which achievements were important to them personally, and to
women in Australia more broadly. ‘Equal pay for equal work/work of equal value’ was
identified as the most important achievement personally impacting on participants, and
the second most important achievement for Australian women, following the right to vote.

Figure: 8
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Figure: 9
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Participants were asked to identify one of 21 women as being most admired for her
achievements. The list included inspirational public figures (e.g. Julia Gillard, Quentin Bryce
and Jessica Watson), close family members (e.g. Mum, sister and aunty) and service
providers/professional associates (e.g. my doctor, my sports coach, my boss). Family
members were most frequently identified as being the most admired for their
achievements, followed by public figures.
Figure: 10
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Although service providers/professional acquaintances comprised a lower percentage of
responses, a break-down of which women are most admired within this category reveals
that ‘my boss’ is a very important role model for young women.
Figure: 11
Woman most admired (service providers/professional acquaintances)
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Other women that were identified as being most admired for their achievements included
personal mentors, colleagues and friends, often because those women had both excelled
in their own endeavours and helped other people:
My mum - for teaching me to live between two words, my cultural world, and my
urbanised world.

SHE Speaks: A YWCA survey of girls and women aged 15-30 years

Page 23

Friends who are everything - mums, partners, students, teachers, workers and
passionate hobbyists.
There are many women I admire, mostly for being popular figures and using this
platform to challenge our ideas of what a woman "should be".
Interestingly, a few respondents felt very strongly that by being asked to identify an
admired female, that this promoted sexism or overlooked the importance of the
individual’s achievement or character:
I feel this question is very sexist, and it makes me angry. Why not ask about men &
women?
It shouldn't matter if she is a woman, a man, an Indigenous person - the
achievement should be the same…
Julia Gillard, Australia’s first female Prime Minister, rated second highest amongst women
most admired for her achievements (17% of all 21 options), following ‘my mum’ (30%). This
is reflected in the responses to the statement I feel inspired by female politicians, with 73%
responding ‘Completely true’ or ‘somewhat true’. Less young women get excited about
voting at elections however, with 59% responding ‘completely true’ or ‘somewhat true’.
Figure: 12
Are politicians and politics inspiring young women?
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With ‘my mum’ being identified as the most personally admired female amongst
participants, it’s not surprising that 83% identified their mother as a (completely or
somewhat) positive role model. 73% identified their father as a (completely or somewhat)
positive role model.
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Figure: 13
Positive parent role models
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Assets for leadership
Participants were asked to rate personal qualities or assets on a five point scale from ‘very
important’ to ‘not at all important’ according to their importance in shaping a successful
female leader. The proportion of respondents who rated ‘very important’ or ‘important’
are shown in the figures 14 and 15 below.
Figure: 14
% of respondents who believe these characteristics are 'important'
or 'very important' for leadership
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Figure: 15
% of respondents who believe these characteristics are 'important'
or 'very important' for leadership
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Interestingly, although highlighted as important in other results, having a mentor and
experience were not considered as important to shaping leadership as qualities such as
motivation, initiative, hard work and vision. Nevertheless, all qualities and assets were
seen as contributing to creating leadership potential.
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Gender equality
A key theme of SHE Speaks is to explore the perceptions and ideas of girls and young
women around gender equality and inequality. The survey asked participants to identify
which of the following categories they most identified with:
•
•
•
•
•
•

A feminist
A feminist in principle but not connected to the word ‘feminist’
Someone who believes women and men should have political, economic & social
equality
Someone who believes women and men should play different roles in public, social
and economic arenas
Someone who believes women and men should not have political, economic &
social equality
None of the above

Across ages and postcodes, there was relatively little variation in the way that participants
identify with these concepts of feminism and gender equality, although 15-17 year olds
were less likely to identify as ‘a feminist’ compared to other age groups (figure 16).
Participants from Victoria were more likely to identify as ‘a feminist’ compared to other
postcode areas (figure 17). No participants identified as ‘someone who does not believe
women and men should have political, economic and social equality (figures 16 and 17),
and no participants in QLD identified as ‘someone who believes men and women should
play different roles in public, economic and social arenas’ (figure 17).
Figure: 16
Personal beliefs about concepts of feminism x age
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A feminist
Feminist in principle but not connected to the word 'feminist'
Someone who believes women & men should have political, economic & social equality
Someone who believes men & women should play different roles in public, economic & social arenas
Someone who does not believe women & men should have political, economic & social equality
None of the above.
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80%

Figure: 17
Personal beliefs about concepts of feminism x postcode
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A feminist
Feminist in principle but not connected to the word 'feminist'
Someone who believes women & men should have political, economic & social equality
Someone who believes men & women should play different roles in public, economic & social arenas
Someone who does not believe women & men should have political, economic & social equality
None of the above.

Participants revealed a nuanced understanding of gender equality, seen both through their
personal experiences and the experiences of others such as friends, or through news
stories. Often, the personal experiences of participants were not that of ‘what is known’ to
be the case for other women, such as those who are more disadvantaged.
Figure: 18

Figure: 19
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Figure: 20

The figures above highlight that although there is an understanding that concepts such as
‘value of women’ ‘gender equality’ and ‘discrimination against women’ are linked, as
shown by a similar pattern of responses overall, they are not the same concepts. One
nuanced understanding of these phenomena was revealed in some participant comments:
that if a woman is strong enough, she can overcome or ignore discrimination. Thus,
discrimination is seen to not necessarily contribute to gender inequality in all cases:
The (incidents of) discrimination that I have experienced were isolated cases of
individuals who with all the training in the world couldn't change. Some people are
just set in their ways. That said I am a very resilient person...
However, it’s dangerous to suggest that the responsibility should fall onto women to push
through discrimination. In fact, SHE Speaks participants suggested that 40% would
sometimes ‘give up’ in situations where being a young woman is an issue (Figure 21.
Nevertheless, the general resilience and commitment to fight for equality of young women
is evidenced by figure 22 showing that 73% ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’ believe that they
never give up trying to prove that women are as good as men.
Figure: 21
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Figure: 22
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Overwhelmingly, participants felt that gender inequality remains a problem for women and
society more broadly in Australia. There is a perception that certain groups of women have
been ‘left behind’ amongst the progress:
Feminism has achieved a lot but has predominately focused on and benefited
middle class white women.
I think that richer women are less discriminated against - but still have more
pressure at home and more pressure to work part time.
and that a challenge facing gender equity is that discrimination and inequalities are often
played out in more subtle ways:
We have come to a point where blatant discrimination is not observed frequently.
The level of discrimination we face now is quite covert and culturally ingrained. I
suspect those who do [it] often don't even realise that they are doing it because of
cultural norms.
Some participants felt that there is generally a perception that there isn’t a problem with
gender inequalities, which may in fact slow progress towards equality:
It is almost like it is an 'old issue' so it gets swept aside… I get the feeling that
women are expected to be satisfied with how far we've come historically...
If anything, the belief that women are now equal makes things worse for women.
However, there were a minority of participants who felt that gender inequality does not
exist:
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Women have equality!... We can't take maternity leave, expect our partners to
continue work and expect to be equally represented.
The complexities around understanding gender inequality as an issue were apparent
amongst the participant comments. This participants highlighted problems inherent in the
idea of ‘equality’:
…structures have changed a bit in a good way but there is still so much underlying
inequality - we grapple so much with the differences between [genders] and what
these mean and how to achieve equality in a way that isn't totally arbitrary and still
gives people meaning in their lives.
I think Australians respect the different roles men and women play… but I don’t
think we have equality.
Participants overwhelmingly felt that there are fewer barriers to success experienced by
women today compared to women of the last generation. Participants also indicated that
young women experience more barriers to success when compared to young men,
although 18% disagreed (completely or somewhat).
Figure: 23
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Nevertheless, participants identified that both young women and young men do often
experience barriers to working in their chosen fields.
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Figure: 24
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Family responsibilities were raised repeatedly amongst participants as a significant factor
shaping work and other opportunities. Figure 25 demonstrates the perception of caring
responsibilities as a barrier to success.
Figure: 25
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Combined with feeling like they have to ‘do it all’, it’s not surprising that the majority of
women are concerned about the loss of freedom if/when they have children.
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Figure: 26
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Examples of discrimination
Participants were asked to recount their personal experiences of discrimination.
Encouragingly, many could not identify any personal experiences. A few participants
remarked that they were ‘lucky’ to have avoided discrimination themselves, whilst a
number identified examples of discrimination seen inflicted on other women, or women as
a group more broadly:
…while we have a female PM, she is treated in a sexually discriminating manner. So
a step forward is also a public step backwards.
A number of young women shared their personal stories of discrimination:

My colleagues would joke when a male customer
came to my telling station that he wanted to be
served by me because I was young and pretty. It
was a culture of bullying, and inappropriate
behaviour. I was routinely asked about my sex life.

Sexual harassment and assault

My ex-boss told me to wear a g-string to work
because I worked as a hairdresser and it was ‘the
fashion industry’.

I was raped (when I was very drunk) and told my
family and a psychiatrist I was seeing, both of
whom disbelieved me and told me that it was
probably just 'bad sex'.
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I have received discrimination and bullying
during my training as a chef. I was constantly
told that women 'don’t have the guts' to work in
a commercial kitchen.

I was not allowed to play rugby/contact sports in
case I "messed up my pretty face".

Discrimination based on perceived capability
I was turned down for a number of positions as
an apprentice electrician as I am a girl. One
company said ‘you’re not strong enough to lift
panels, and you’re too pretty so you will distract
the boys’

I know firsthand how differently my employer
treated me when I announced my pregnancy zero new projects or career opportunities.

[In my role] I was asked to only employee young
females (18-22 year olds) with "English sounding
names". I did this for a few months then I hired a
well-qualified male candidate who was perfect
for a job. I was threatened with my job for not
hiring a young woman so I quit…

Maternal responsibilities or roles

I know many, many cases of where
women 'expect' discrimination and change
their behaviour because of this e.g. hiding
a pregnancy because they know they have
a shot at promotion in the next few
months…

…I just had an argument over maternity leave with my
partner. He suggested I should find a job that offers
better benefits to make things easier for us... why
should I be the one to find a job with better benefits?...
(He) thought he was being thoughtful - but it just goes
to show that even the most caring and intelligent of
men aren't aware that they are still playing out gender
roles.
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Solutions to gender inequality
A theme to emerge from SHE Speaks was the concern that women could do better at
supporting each other. For example, 53% of respondents felt (completely or somewhat)
that established female leaders are not as supportive of young women’s leadership as they
should be. Female solidarity is seen as key to achieving gender equality.
Figure: 27
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The tension in reaching gender equality via a pathway whereby women’s issues are
homogenised is illustrated by these quotes regarding workplace flexibility. Inequalities, in
these cases, pitted women against women:
I have experienced discrimination based on the fact that I do not have a child. In my
position it is seen as 'the place' to be for people who have chosen to have children…
there is certainly a lot of flexibility allowed for them to partake in things outside of
work but have had extra pressure put on me to pick up the slack. I think that if you
allow flexibility for people with families, it should apply to everyone.
I have been at the centre of workplace conflict between staff with children and staff
without children. "Just because SHE'S got kids shouldn't mean SHE can just take a
day off or work from home. It's unfair... Just because I don't have kids doesn't
mean I should have to pick up HER slack..."
In considering whether particular strategies would be effective in increasing gender
equality, survey results suggested that all strategies are perceived to be primarily ‘highly’
or ‘a little bit’ effective, rather than ‘not at all’. The options which appealed to participants
most strongly were changing workplace structures and/or cultures, and having visible
female role models.
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Figure: 28
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Although part time work in senior positions was identified as ‘highly’ or ‘a little bit’
effective by the majority of participants in figure xx above, only 60% of participants felt
that it was ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’ true that they could negotiate part-time work now.
Figure: 29
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Encouragingly, 63% of participants believe that it is ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’ true that
more men and women will work in part-time positions to share caring responsibilities in
the future.
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Figure: 30
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SHE Speaks participants were asked what they would say to the Premier in one minute
regarding increasing opportunities for young women. This question sought to understand
‘what’s on the minds of young women’ in terms of addressing issues important to them.
Kindly, a few young women said ‘thank you’ for the opportunities bestowed upon them
already. More commonly, participants identified a range of areas and a range of ways in
which opportunities could be improved.
Educational and training opportunities were commonly requested. These included
education and training for particular groups of women who are currently missing out, and
also in providing support to enter non-traditional fields of study/work. A strong theme was
not only around providing opportunities, but promoting and supporting women to enter
those opportunities.
[There] is a lack of knowledge as to where they can find opportunities - for
example, where they can find training, where they can get advice, what sort of
financial assistance might be available for them, where internships with women's
organisations could be found, how to find a mentor. Careers advisors at universities
and schools are of little help...
Specific opportunities for developing leadership skills and potential were also requested.
Again, an emerging theme was around providing new and strengthened pathways to those
opportunities:
…more needs to be done at an early age to develop a pathway to leadership…
Opportunities to experience leading, whether it be a sports team or a school
project, will provide the confidence to continue to aspire as girls turn into young
women.
Access to support, health and wellbeing, and housing services, were seen by participants
as crucial for young women to be able reach their potential. Without access to services and
housing, women with particular issue such as mental illness are likely to experience
multiple disadvantages.
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Cutting… women's health care means women from disadvantaged backgrounds
won't have the opportunities that someone in my position has had…
I think the current work of Dr Seligman [in] Adelaide… looking at improving
wellbeing for young people is the best thing we could do for young women. It
would help them understand their own character strengths, build their resilience...
Whilst relatively small proportions of SHE Speak participants had ‘completely’ or
‘somewhat’ struggled to find somewhere to live, or were living with family because they
couldn’t afford to move out, the majority (70%) believed ‘completely’ or ‘somewhat’ that
the cost of housing affects what they can do in their life. There were few interstate
differences in participant responses to ‘I have struggled to find somewhere to live’ (figure
32). Housing affordability and access are fundamental to creating opportunities for young
women.
Figure: 31
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Figure: 32

I have struggled to find somewhere to live:

50%
40%

Completely
true
Somewhat
true

30%

Not sure

20%

Somewhat
untrue

10%

Completely
untrue

0%
ACT

VIC

QLD

SA

WA

Total

The importance of mentoring and role models was a strong theme amongst participant
responses. Suggestions to the Premier of each State included:
Boost the profile of successful women in business, politics, industry and sport.
Women must be positively represented in the media and in all children's material
such as children's books.
Collate/showcase female role models to young women so they don't feel
overwhelmed by biological clocks, societal expectations, etc. Create a conference
where high school girls can meet businesswomen, female scientists, medical
professionals, lawyers.
Young women need mentorship and encouragement from older strong women to
provide stability and strength and courage.
Addressing safety and rights of women (e.g. reproductive rights) was a concern for a
number of participants. Violence and in particular sexual violence against women was used
often to illustrate gender inequalities, and is seen as an important focus for political
leadership:
Rape and abortion law reform and, in the case of rape, a focus on respect for the
victim must be encouraged.
Continue to promote more sexual health information to young women including
healthy relationship education. Young women need to learn the difference
between sex and relationships and their choices as emerging powerful women.
Do more to address… intimate partner violence.
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With 48% of participants identifying unwanted attention from males, it’s not surprising
that women’s safety is an issue on the minds of SHE Speaks participants.
Figure: 33
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Workplace cultural and structural change was a theme which is important to many SHE
Speaks participants. Investment in this area is seen to potentially increase gender equality,
for example by lifting the ‘glass ceiling’ and reducing pay inequities. Some ideas were
focused on practical ways that organisations or government could encourage young
women or create structures which support gender equality:
Develop a program for young women to become junior board members with a
mentor on boards…
…speak to CEO's and GM's of large corporations, about giving opportunities to
young women… offering one on one mentoring, workshops with successful women,
networking opportunities, etc. The people at the top (especially the women at the
top) have to extend a hand down to the women coming through.
Businesses need to understand the benefit to them in encouraging the
advancement of women and government should assist in making that case.
Companies that do not pay women equal money for equal work need to actually be
brought to account.
Workplace issues are inherently tied to the support provided to women and partners in
balancing family responsibilities. Adequately supporting families and women who want to
succeed in the workplace is seen as an investment which will improve gender inequality.
…The more the workforce supports shared parental leave and job sharing
opportunities, the more overall opportunities will present for young women.
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I feel like there are limited opportunities/time for women to find a balance in their
lives between family, employment and personal care. There is a lot of pressure on
women to 'be it all'… support to prioritise, set goals and work closely with others
to… balance these pressures would be helpful. Flexibility in employment and
studies would help to support women to reach their full potential.
In the same vein, supporting change within highly feminised workforces such as teaching
and nursing with, for example, higher pay rates, would imply a value on those workforces:
Children's Services needs the recognition of professional wages. The role of women
in this industry is looked down upon and not taken seriously.
Supporting broader social change was seen as being fundamental to the other changes
identified. Educating the general population and children in school about gender inequality
and feminist theory was identified as being an important grounding for both girls and boys.
Promoting broader social change was also described by this participant who highlighted
the importance of changing attitudes amongst women regarding their own potential:
We are socialised in such a way to accept non-leadership, and frequently nonchallenging, roles in our work, education, and social lives… women need support…
to learn not only HOW to aspire to be a leader, but that they can.
Before a younger girl (teenager) can become successful or a leader I think she needs
to find self-worth and know that she has value and is important. I'd suggest maybe
a campaign for teenagers and young adults about how much they're worth.
SHE Speaks participants were asked to rate their experiences of the transition points in
figures 34 and 35 below along a 5 point scale from ‘really positive’ to ‘really negative’.
Encouragingly, the majority of participants at every transition point (except becoming a
parent) had ‘really positive’ or ‘mostly positive’ experiences. Transition to high school and
high school itself had the highest proportion of responses which were ‘mostly negative’ or
‘really negative’, indicating an opportunity to invest in young women at this more
vulnerable stage.
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Figure: 34
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Figure: 35
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