
I moved to Australia with my husband, John, and our five children a few years ago.   
John works, the children — two girls and three boys aged between 10 and 14 — all 
go to school, and I stay home and take care of the household. When the children 
come home from school, the girls have to help with cooking the dinner and cleaning 
the house, and then do their homework if there is time. The boys have to do their 
homework and are then allowed to go and play outside or watch television. 

The girls have been asking me recently why they have to help with the housework but 
the boys don’t. They’ve been saying that some of their school friends have brothers 
who are expected to help around the house too. And some of their friends’ dads do 
some of the cooking and cleaning. And some of their friends’ mums go to work! 

I haven’t said anything, but I have started to think about why we do things this way 
and what could be different. I’ve realised I’d like my girls, and girls in my community 
to have the same opportunities as boys, and for boys to share the responsibilities 
girls have.

Kim’s story  

Our Community, Our Rights is a project by Women’s Health West that engages 
refugee and migrant women in human rights based advocacy training and 
project work and promotes participation in Australian society.  

Find out more:  whwest.org.au/rights

GENDER EQUITY 
Stories from the community

http://www.whwest.org.au


This is part of a series of fact sheet , with five related fact sheets for community 
organisations and three for community members that articulate how Women’s 
Health West explored human rights, advocacy and participation with community 
women, changes that occurred for women and their communities, and transferrable 
principles for practitioners.  We suggest you read the fact sheets together to make 
them most useful for your work. 

Everyone is different 

People are usually described as male, female or intersex based on physical features of their body (this is called a person’s 
sex). Gender is different — this is something we learn as we grow up about the ways that men and women are expected to 
act, what we should wear, what jobs we can do, and the roles we should play in our family. A person’s gender identity can be 
different to their biological sex.1

Families come in many different forms — some are headed by a single woman, others by a man and a woman, others include 
grandparents, cousins or aunts and uncles, and others are headed by women or men in same-sex relationships. You can be a 
family without being biologically related to each other. Whatever kind of family you have, gender equity affects everyone. 

What is gender equity? What are the rights of women and girls?  

Gender equity is the process of being fair to everyone, regardless 
of their gender, so everyone has the same opportunities. Because 
inequity between men and women has existed for so long, special 
steps must be taken to make up for the disadvantage women and 
girls experience. Treating women and men the same will keep the 
inequity the same.

There is a long history all over the world, including in Australia, of 
gender inequity or unfairness. Throughout history, men and boys 
have had opportunities that women and girls have been denied.  
For example, boys were able to go to school or university, while 
girls have been required to stay home to run households or made to 
leave school to work and support the family. Women have also been 
prevented from voting and are still paid less than men at work.

The Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), signed by the Australian Government, talks about the 
rights that all women and girls have, and encourages gender 
equity.2 Nations that sign the declaration must: 

•	Take action to improve women’s opportunities in all areas, so 
women can enjoy the same rights and freedoms as men

•	Change culture to break down traditional gender roles

•	Change laws so that women and men have equal rights in the 
family, including the right to choose their partner, get married 
and get divorced; the right to own and inherit property; and 
equal rights and responsibilities when raising children.

Staying safe 

Encouraging and achieving gender equity requires men to give up some of their power and share it with women. This can be 
difficult. Research shows that in societies where men and women are more equal, there are lower rates of violence against 
women. Gender inequity or unfairness is one of the causes of violence against women3,4.

If you are feeling unsafe, or experiencing violence, you can contact: 

•	 the police on 000 in an emergency 

•	Women’s Health West on 9689 9588 

•	 the Women’s Domestic Violence Crisis Service on 1800 015 188 (24 hours)

Women who take action on gender equity might face judgement from their family or community. Working with others can 
reduce this risk.

1 www.rosierespect.org.au/relationships/gender-identity/
2 www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/cedaw.htm
3 VicHealth 2007, Preventing violence before it occurs: a framework and background paper to guide the primary prevention of violence against women in Victoria, Victorian Health 

Promotion Foundation: Melbourne, available at: www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/publications/freedom-from-violence/Preventing-violence-before-it-occurs.aspx 
4    World Economic Forum 2013, The Global Gender Gap Report, World Economic Forum: Switzerland, available at: www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gapreport-2013 
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What actions could Kim, or someone in Kim’s situation, take to work 
towards greater gender equity? 

It’s important to recognise that men and women have had unequal power for a long time, all over the world, and 
in loving, ‘good’ families. It is not just happening in one family or one culture. Making change takes time and often 
happens in very small steps. Community women have shared the following ideas about encouraging gender equity.

In families: 
•	Talk with trusted women who are role models that you 

know support the idea of gender equity, and find out what 
has worked for them

•	 In family conversations, gently explore what it means to 
change the way girls and boys and women and men are 
treated

•	Think about small changes you can begin to do now. For 
instance, every second night, the boys might start to help 
with setting the table, and washing the dishes, while the 
girls have some free time

•	Encourage both boys and girls to value themselves and 
each other

•	Teach children that all clothes, colours, toys and jobs can 
be enjoyed by everyone

•	Encourage boys and girls to learn and do things that will 
help them now and later in life. For example, it is good for 
boys to have more independence in being able to cook and 
take care of themselves, and it is good for girls to study 
and learn skills that will give them choices about working 
and the kinds of jobs they want to do. 

In communities:
•	Offer to be a mentor to other young women who are interested in gender equity 

•	 Join an existing group of women that are challenging gender stereotypes and working towards gender equity 

•	Start a conversation at your children’s school with other parents about the rights of women

•	Have conversations with teachers at your children’s school about how teachers and parents could promote 
change in attitudes to gender inequity among students. 

With organisations:
You might join in with existing campaigns that other organisations are running.  

For instance, Rosierespect.org.au is an online space for young women to connect with great resources. Rosie 
believes girls have the courage and resilience to change our world for the better, and there are lots of campaigns 
and ways that young women can get involved.

Women’s Health West (WHW) is the women’s health service for the western suburbs of Melbourne. WHW runs 
programs designed to promote gender equity, like Lead On Again, a leadership program for young women.   
Check the website (whwest.org.au) or email WHW for details of activities you can join: info@whwest.org.au 
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The law and human rights 

The law is not just about going to court. You can also use the law as a tool to make what you are saying more 
persuasive. This means that in different situations you can use the law in different ways: 

•	To inform a discussion: e.g. ‘I believe you are breaching the Equal Opportunity Act by reducing my hours 
because of my parenting commitments. The law requires you to treat me equally’.

•	Your efforts to make change can be stronger if you refer to relevant laws: e.g. in a letter to a Member of 
Parliament, you could refer to relevant legislation and advocate for reform.

•	 In some situations, you might decide to take legal action via the courts, for example if you are unfairly fired 
or your boss refuses to take action against bullying. Always get legal advice from your local community legal 
centre to help you make this decision: www.naclc.org.au/clc_directory.php
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