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DETAILED MINUTES OF THE DISCUSSION

The Commissioner started the discussion by telling us that, as part of her Listening Tour,
the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) has already held a number
of men’s focus groups around Australia, and that the issues of men are important to them.
HREOC expressed an interest in our concerns on how equality can work for both men and
women and what role HREOC can play in this regard. To date on the Listening Tour, they
have run men’s and women'’s focus groups, spoken to men and women at workplaces,
unions, business round-tables, academic round-tables, community groups and public con-
sultations, in both city and regional areas. The Commissioner reflected upon one focus
group they held at a South Australian abattoir. The men there talked about the immense
pressure they felt as primary breadwinners in the lead up to Christmas, especially with the
casualised nature of the workforce and the resultant lack of job security.

One of the main men'’s issues that HREOC has looked at during the Listening Tour is work-
family balance. Stories collected during HREOC focus groups suggest that while women
often find it hard to access flexible work practices in order to undertake family responsibili-
ties, men can find it even harder because of workplace cultures that assume that men
aren’t supposed to care for children in the way that women are. Employees (especially men)
aren’t seen as “team players” if they take time off for family responsibilities. Maggie noted
that while we often assume men love their work, her interviews revealed that many men
stay in jobs they hate for decades just to support their families. Greg mentioned research
showing that many of today’s school-aged girls still choose their partners based on their
earning potential, creating yet another generation of men who feel that they have to achieve
career success as a primary breadwinner in order to earn women’s love.

The Commissioner informed us that HREOC is looking to make connections and establish
relationships with a wide range of men’s and women’s organisations around Australia dur-
ing her Listening Tour. For example, in December 2007 they held a focus group in Mel-
bourne hosted by Mensline Australia. Participants raised a number of men’s issues includ-
ing men’s health (and the need for a National Men’s Health Policy), access to anti-natal care
for men, family law issues and the new Family Relationship Centres. They have also met
with National Seniors Australia, who raised issues around age discrimination (for example,
the ageism present in many workplaces and recruitment practices), elder abuse, and issues
around transport for elderly people.

HREOC have noted many men’s reluctance to talk about personal issues in public forums
(where they are quite happy to talk about less personal issues such as workplace cultures).
Maggie observed that some men, especially older men, who have been raised to “hold it in
and be strong” for their entire lives, may feel that if they open up and raise personal issues
they will be overwhelmed by emotion. She also described how many older men often feel a
total lack of usefulness to society, and commented on the issues faced by male carers.
HREOC have heard from some older men who have felt burdened by the caring work of
looking after grandchildren. Micheal reminded us that many other men relish the oppor-
tunity to be grandparents once they have given up their responsibilities in the workplace.

Micheal went on to talk about how our society doesn’t want men to go around saying “I
can’t cope” - we want men to go out and fight bushfires without complaining or asking for
help. The trade-off of this expectation is that when men are saddled with the burden of
looking after a partner in old age, they are unlikely to reach out and ask for help. It is there-
fore the responsibility of services to engage with these men more effectively. HREOC were
very interested in hearing what a service tailored to men’s needs might look like. Micheal
talked about “The Shed” in Mount Druitt (a MHIRC project), which has been very effective
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at working with men and attracting them into the service. Advertising often doesn’t work
very well at attracting men into such a service - word-of-mouth is a much more effective
way of attracting men because of men’s need to trust the service provider.

Greg brought up another example of an effective men’s service-delivery model: Community
Men’s Sheds. Some of the reasons for its success are its explicit masculine naming (men’s
shed), the activity-based focus of the shed (making toys, for example) that makes men feel
comfortable, and the peer-support opportunities offered. We discussed the problem men’s
sheds often have with cobbling together enough funds from community grants in order to
survive. Maggie talked about the success of the Ashfield Community Men’s Shed. Greg ob-
served that men’s sheds are tremendous informal education settings for older men who
might feel uncomfortable with traditional modes of education such as universities. Maggie
described how most men have inadequate emotional and psychological preparation prior to
retirement - that they often make the sudden transition from work to retirement without any
preparation by society or their employers for such a dramatic life change. Micheal sug-
gested that superannuation companies and trade unions could potentially be harnessed
effectively to provide support to men (and women) who are about to retire. HREOC noted
that males are much more likely to be socially isolated in their later years than are females,
especially after the death of a partner.

Maggie made the observation that we currently have a generation of under-fathered chil-
dren existing simultaneously with a generation of wise, experienced older men looking to be
socially useful. We should be connecting these two groups. Micheal reminded us that the
hysteria around child sexual abuse by men stops many men from taking up mentoring roles
due to the fear of being labelled a pedophile. The Commissioner asked what could be done
to address this issue. It was suggested that father’s and grandfather’s days at preschools
and child-care centres might be a good idea. HREOC mentioned the work by Richard
Fletcher and the Family Action Centre at the University of Newcastle in training early child-
hood services to better engage with men and fathers.

Micheal feels that many of the current generation of young men are still being raised with
the same expectations as their grandfathers - to be the full-time breadwinner who works
primarily outside the home to support his family. The Commissioner was very interested in
finding out how we could bring about changes to workplace cultures so that workplace
flexibility for employees (irrespective of gender) was seen by employers as a business op-
portunity, rather than leaving it up to individuals to bargain it out on their own. One measure
of her own success as Sex Discrimination Commissioner would be to see men taking ad-
vantage of family-friendly workplace provisions at the same rate as women. Micheal sug-
gested that we need to take a step upstream and look at the lack of anti- and post-natal
services available for new fathers. He noted that Families First funding goes almost exclu-
sively to the mother-child dyad with hardly any funding being earmarked for fathers. In
some areas community nurses aren’t allowed to visit fathers unaccompanied after midday,
so new dads (especially separated dads) often miss out on essential neo-natal visits. Early
childhood services need to focus on both parents, and not just mothers. Greg reminded us
that we shouldn’t just re-label services from “mothers” to “parents” without also changing
them to make them father-friendly. For example, if a new dad goes along to a “parents’
group” set up entirely for mums, he is likely to feel out of place and not return. Services for
parents must be tailored appropriately for mothers and fathers.

HREOC asked what could be done to make services more responsive to the needs of fa-
thers - for example, should there be a male community nurse in every service? Micheal
suggested that the training for all community nurses needs revising to make them aware of
the needs of new fathers. HREOC also asked how widespread early childhood services for
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dads were. Greg explained that they are far and few between, and are usually run by one or
two passionate men or women who somehow scrabble things together to make it happen.
There is certainly nothing systemic in place across the board anywhere in Australia. HREOC
asked whether men would actually attend services for new fathers if they were regularly
provided. Micheal explained that the belief that men don’t attend services is often a myth.
For example, men attend health services in droves when they are provided appropriately.
He noted that one of the worst things to happen in terms of the physical health of Australian
men was the death of the occupational health nurse as a profession. These nurses used to
be the primary health providers for men in Australia. Greg noted that it sometimes takes
time for word-of-mouth to spread about a new service. This word-of-mouth is crucially im-
portant for men, as they often need to know that other men in their community are attend-
ing a service (i.e. that they’re not going to be the only bloke there!) before they will give it a

go.

The Commissioner asked for our opinions about the ALP’s proposed National Men’s Health
Policy. Micheal noted that the 1995 ALP National Men’s Health Initiative under Carmen
Lawrence was a very good policy - indeed it was largely adopted by the NSW government
in their “Moving Forward in Men’s Health” framework. He then mentioned that the entire
annual NSW budget for men’s health is only $300,000, much of which goes to MHIRC.

HREOC raised the issue of paternity leave. Greg suggested that maternity leave and pater-
nity leave provisions should be equal so that mums and dads have the flexibility to choose
which of them works and which of them stays home to care for their young child(ren). A
national paid paternity scheme would also “level the playing field” for companies with fa-
thers in their workforce: if every company had to provide fathers with paternity leave at no
extra wage cost, there would be no economic disadvantage for individual employers pro-
viding paternity leave. The Scandinavian parental leave model was discussed as a possible
framework that could be adopted in Australia however Greg voiced his concerns that if pa-
rental leave was available to be shared between the parents then mothers might often end
up taking it by default and we would be back where we started. HREOC mentioned that
during their community consultations and submissions process for the “Women, men, work
and family” project, paternity leave was largely absent from the list of issues provided by
individual men and men’s groups. Maggie described how many men she interviewed for her
book talked about physically aching when they had to separate from their new babies and
go back to work to support their family. Nevertheless they weren’t going to “rock the boat”
and ask their bosses for paternity leave. Greg suggested that one reason why paternity
leave might not be high on the agenda for many men is that most fathers’ main priority is
the health and wellbeing of their partner and children. If their partner doesn’t even get de-
cent paid maternity leave, they’re not going to make a fuss about not getting paternity leave
themselves. The Commissioner mentioned that one strategy might be to aim to get some
form of parental leave on the board as an initial step, even if maternity and paternity provi-
sions weren’t equal to start with.

HREOC talked about the mixed messages they had heard on their Listening Tour around
bringing children into the workplace as a viable childcare solution. Some people thought it
was an excellent idea while others thought it was a terrible proposition. The Commissioner
believes that we should never aim for a one-size-fits-all approach when it comes to work-
place flexibility. It’s really about thinking laterally about how we can allow both men and
women to achieve some measure of work-family balance. HREOC wanted to know how we
thought a cultural shift in the workplace could be brought about so that business begins to
think of flexible family-friendly work practices as being good for business. Micheal sug-
gested that more research could be done that might show how such practices benefited
businesses. The Commissioner suggested that we need more male role models who take
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time off work for family responsibilities, in order to “normalise” this kind of behaviour in the
workplace. Greg suggested that this cultural shift is already underway - that the current
generation of new fathers is less hesitant about asking their employer for time off to be with
their new baby. Maggie suggested that we need to creatively utilise the mass media to
convey the message that fathers taking time off work to care for their children is both nor-
mal and desirable. Micheal suggested that some sort of “father’s award” could be estab-
lished, perhaps awarded during Men’s Health Week, to draw attention to male role models
in the workplace. He also observed that much of the so-called “wage gap” is probably ex-
plained by women making the smart choice between working long hard hours and having
little family life, and working (and earning) less but spending more time with their families.
The Commissioner agreed that the male breadwinner model isn’t working well for either
men or women.

Micheal raised two topics that weren’t on the official agenda for the Commissioner’s Listen-
ing Tour. The first of these was boys’ education. He outlined the history of the issue - how
measures to improve girls’ education were rapidly and effectively introduced as soon as the
issue was known about, while the crisis in boys’ education has been acknowledged for
twenty years but no one has yet had the political will to tackle it. The Commissioner asked
what could be done to address the issue. Micheal suggested that all we would have to do
is take a similar approach with boys’ education as we did with girls’ education: tailor the
curriculum and classroom environment to the way boys like to learn (while of course keep-
ing the advances in place that have benefited girls). Single-sex classes for boys and girls
could also be introduced in certain subjects (particularly in the senior years of high school).
A further suggestion was to reintroduce boy-friendly books to the high school curriculum in
an effort to re-engage boys.

The Commissioner asked about the reasons for the lack of male teachers in the education
system. A few possibilities were raised. HREOC suggested the lack of decent salaries for
teachers, while Michael suggested the hysteria around child sex abuse by males. Greg
asked the Commissioner to clarify whether boys’ education was actually an issue that fell
under her brief. She replied that it probably wasn’t one of the main focuses of her work but
that was not to say that HREOC couldn’t comment on the importance of it. She went on to
mention that as a mother of a young boy she is very aware of the issue. Maggie observed
that contemporary society doesn’t provide much for non-sporty boys to do outside of
school life - some boys she interviewed spent their entire school holidays “hanging out” on
the railway platform.

The second additional topic raised by Micheal was the gender inequity within Australia’s
health funding. For example, the National Health and Medical Research Council consis-
tently funds prostate cancer research at half the level of breast cancer research. The Com-
missioner asked why this discrepancy exists. It was hypothesised that perhaps women are
more willing to speak up for themselves and their own issues more than men are. We ob-
served that often the best advocates for men’s health are women! As another example of
funding inequity, Micheal told us that almost every man will suffer from an enlarged pros-
tate later in life, leading to symptoms including bladder and erectile dysfunction, yet very
little research money is spent on this condition. Maggie added that more research was also
needed into testicular cancer and osteoporosis in men - especially as men die much more
frequently than women after suffering a bone fracture.

Questions were raised around what a good men’s health policy might look like. Greg was
concerned that it might be dominated by the health industry instead of looking at the more
important social determinants of men’s health such as occupational health and safety. Greg
informed HREOC about the process currently underway to establish a peak body for the
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men and boys sector. The Commissioner said this could be a very useful point of contact
for HREOC in its future work. HREOC has a good network of contacts when it comes to
women’s issues but when it comes to engaging with men, it is sometimes uncertain who
best to approach. A national men’s peak body would thus be a very useful resource.
Micheal also reminded us that a number of useful national bodies already exist, such as the
Australasian Men’s Health Forum and its Aboriginal counterpart.

To wind up the discussion, the Commissioner asked each of us a question that she is ask-
ing everyone on the Listening Tour: “Given HREOC's patrticular role (i.e. without a great
many resources but with some power as a national independent voice), if there was one
thing that the Commissioner could achieve over the next five years around the issues that
matter to us, what would it be?”

Greg said he would like to see the myth dispelled that many issues are “women’s issues” -
that violence and discrimination and work-life balance, for example, only affect women -
and that women are still a “downtrodden class”. Men and women alike need help. Some of
their issues are shared, while others are different. When we talk about gender equality,
we’re not talking about a battle of the sexes or a zero-sum game. For each issue we must
ask, “how can we best help men and how can we best help women?”

Micheal said he would like the Commissioner to look at the intersection of gender with
class, age, ethnicity, etc, so that a more subtle analysis could be made of where resources
would be most effective. As an example, he described how a rich Double Bay housewife
has infinitely more power than a young unemployed Aboriginal man in Mount Druitt.

Maggie suggested that because public policy moves so slowly, there is a great opportunity
for the Commissioner to capture the public’s imagination by harnessing the mass media, as
has been done by the very successful Movember fundraising campaign. This increased
public awareness and engagement with the issues then has the potential to drive changes
in public policy, workplace cultures and individual values. Greg added that we often live our
lives through stereotypes brought to us by the mass media. If the media presented us with
the realities of men’s and women’s lives rather than clichés, this would help to dispel un-
helpful stereotypes about both men and women.

HREOC encouraged us to send them any research or articles of interest with regard to the
issues we had just discussed, especially on boys’ education and disparities in health fund-
ing. The Commissioner reminded us that she is keen for men to absolutely be on HREOC's
agenda over the next five years.

A summary of this report is available from
http://www.menshealthaustralia.net/filessHREOC Summary Report.pdf. A briefing paper is
available from http://www.menshealthaustralia.net/files/HREOC Briefing Paper.pdf.
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