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Abstract
This article introduces a Special Collection of four articles that highlight responses by 
working women collectively and individually to forces accelerated by the recent global 
crises. It draws out common themes from accounts of African women’s responses to 
harassment at work, of the links between union representation and pay equity in Brazil 
and South Africa and of Australian women’s quest for flexible and fair work/family 
arrangements. From these perspectives, the article sets out a five-point research agenda 
to help empower women’s collective and individual agency in response to working 
conditions shaped by global economic and social forces.
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Introduction

The four research articles presented in this Special Collection emerged from a Call for 
Papers for a Stream at the Gender, Work and Organisation (GWO) Conference at Keele 
University in the United Kingdom in 2014 and was the result of a collective effort involv-
ing international relationships.1 Participants were asked to consider working women’s 
experiences and to focus on aspects of women’s employment that engage with empower-
ment and their collective action in the context of developments in work organisation 
arising from the recent global financial crisis (GFC), and the accompanying political 
conservatism and associated austerity measures.

Under conditions of crisis, there is anxiety that women’s access to and advancement 
in the workplace has become glacially slow, unspectacular, sometimes been arrested and, 
on occasion, even regressed (e.g. Cooper and Parker, 2012; Donnelly and Proctor-
Thomson, 2012; New Zealand Human Rights Commission, 2010, 2012). The challenges 
for women with regard to the GFC are compounded by their lives being inextricably 
interwoven with other spheres of life which accompany or exacerbate marginalisation: 
gendered aspects of union/collective bargaining, domestic contexts like caring responsi-
bilities and public contexts, for example, poverty and poor housing (e.g. Cooper and 
Baird, 2009; Healy et al., 2006).

The aim of this Special Collection is to discuss the impact that recent forces have had 
on women, but more importantly, we want to reflect on women’s collective agency – 
their responses to difficult circumstances. Specific contexts of particular relevance we 
initially identified in the Call for Papers included women’s diverse working experiences 
across their ‘intersectional’ interests; sub-groups of women and/or minority groups; 
women in unorganised workplaces and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) whose 
voice is rarely heard in international journals; women’s collective organisation outside of 
unions (e.g. through NGOs who represent and advocate for women and women’s work-
place experiences with and instead of unions); continued support for the central role 
unions play in collective regulation of women’s working conditions and pay (e.g. by 
minimum standards, awards and industry agreements, national systems); political pro-
cesses and their impact on working women, especially around issues to do with women’s 
bodies; women’s voices in unions including union leadership, union policies, roles and 
structures; the problems and possibilities for the construction of women’s collectives in 
small workplaces, in informal work, and when working in private homes and/or for agen-
cies; and finally, emerging developments in work and employment for women (e.g. 
increased non-standard and precarious work (Standing, 2011)).

Common themes

Each of the articles in this Special Collection engages with some aspect of the repercus-
sions of the international forces which have helped trigger and continue to contribute to 
the challenges for working women. At the macro-level, the articles highlight synergies 
between women’s experiences in diverse nation states and these states’ particular institu-
tional, regulatory and political arrangements (Connolly et al., 2012; Kirton and Greene, 
2011). Women’s experiences at work are, of course, multifarious. Representing this diver-
sity is challenging, but the articles in this collection clearly demonstrate the necessity of 
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remaining focused on women as a group, despite our intersectional characteristics and 
interests. Women continue to have shared experiences and concerns around the ways our 
bodies are the subject of political policy and controversy and of organisational practices 
(Sayers and Jones, 2014a, 2014b).

The articles encompass both developed and developing countries including 
Australia, South Africa, Brazil, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. Within these 
local and specific contexts, researchers have considered how women and their agents 
are engaging with wider international forces. Jacobs, Brahic and Olaiya set their study 
within the coercive labour conditions that exist in the east African agribusiness (cut 
flower) global supply chain; Ledwith and Munakamwe’s comparative study of the 
gender pay gaps in Brazil and South Africa focuses on the absence of women leaders 
in the collective bargaining process; Williamson’s article on the progress of paid paren-
tal leave (PPL) in Australia assesses its progress post-2011 through the confusing 
political and economic policy environment of the Abbott regime; and Williamson, 
Cooper and Baird’s article engages with how Australian women teachers are currently 
arranging and negotiating their caring responsibilities through the ‘flexible work’ 
mechanism of job-sharing.

The articles are all empirically based and draw on diverse sets of methods, both quan-
titative and/or qualitative. Case-based research means that women’s voices can be heard 
as they discuss their experiences of job-sharing and sexual harassment, and important 
theoretical developments are signalled in these articles (discussed below). Quantitative 
studies enable macro trends to be identified and analysed, for example, the gender pay 
gap and how this might be connected to a lack of women in union leadership roles and in 
collective bargaining processes. Mixed-methods research involving analysis of docu-
ments and media artefacts and interviews is used to discuss the muddled response of the 
Abbott regime as it reacted to political and business lobbying on the issue of PPL in 
Australia. Methods that enable the cacophony of political, business, union and other 
stakeholders to be represented and understood will be important to future research on 
contemporary women’s work experiences in emerging global conditions.

One hope for this Special Collection was that it will provide an opportunity for 
researchers to examine how women, both collectively and individually, can influence 
their own workplace situations – how women are harnessing their agency to improve 
their working lives and that of other people. Previously, work in this vein has emphasised 
women’s work–life balance arrangements (Gregory and Milner, 2009; Ravenswood and 
Markey, 2011), intersectional identities (e.g. as young ethnic women), industry/sectorial 
and occupational location in the workplace and gendered and ethnic inequality regimes 
in the workplace (Acker, 2006). The articles here extend this literature. Several articles 
demonstrate how women articulate their agency in terms of their workplace progress and 
influence given their personal and immediate environmental challenges and gender 
dynamics. The work of Jacobs et al. exemplifies how feminist action research can assist 
vulnerable east African working women and work against the sexual harassment that has 
become an intrinsic part of their labour process, and from which European and other 
consumers benefit. Ledwith and Munakamwe emphasise that women’s active involve-
ment in collective bargaining is essential to closing the pay gap, and they highlight the 
need for more women to take leadership roles in union movements. Williamson’s article 
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on Australia’s PPL policies (Australia along with the United States of America has a 
comparatively poor record of supporting working new parents) illustrates the politicised 
nature of women’s working rights and how women and their supporters struggle in an 
contextually conditioned fashion for this most basic of human rights. Similarly, the con-
textually complex ways in which job-sharing is enacted and experienced by women and 
their employers is discussed by Williamson et al. to show that job-sharing is highly dif-
ferentiated and needs to be understood through the larger forces of flexibilisation of the 
labour market while also highlighting the everyday unpaid work women do to make 
job-sharing functional.

The four articles illustrate that women’s agency is enacted within structuring forces of 
a gendered and ideologically prescribed political economy. Whatever claims that can be 
made about women’s agency or ‘progress’ need to be made carefully. Women’s struggles 
continue on many fronts as they try and interact with larger economic and political forces 
that seem to want to keep them marginalised from safe well-paid and secure work. Each 
of the articles showcased here throws light on the ways that women struggle to enact 
individual and collective agency in patriarchal and confusing dynamic structures which 
deliberately frame themselves as being in constant crisis (Castells, 2013 [2009]). The 
articles in this Collection contribute to an understanding of the impacts on women since 
2007 of emerging economic and labour market policy and associated practices, and also, 
importantly, how women are responding through struggle.

Collection

In this section, we provide a brief overview of each article in the Collection and highlight 
its synergies with the Collection’s overall aims and highlight continuities between arti-
cles. In the final section, we suggest an agenda for further research.

The article by Jacobs, Brahic and Olaiya, ‘Sexual harassment in an east African agri-
business supply chain’, discusses the intransigent problem of workplace violence against 
women, specifically sexual harassment. In their empirical study, which included 62 
farms across four countries, located within global supply chains, the authors show how 
sexual harassment in the cut flower and seedling export industry is endemic in the labour 
process. It is fostered by coercive employment conditions, especially for the most vul-
nerable workers in this sector – casual and temporary women workers. This article makes 
several key contributions. First, it adds to the growing number of studies and policy 
documents on precarious workers (e.g. International Labour Organization (ILO), 2012; 
Standing, 2011) and unequivocally shows how labour marginalisation relates to sexual 
violence. Second, the article provides a rare and necessary study of the rapidly develop-
ing economies of Africa, and demonstrates a direct connection between what happens 
there and Western developed economies. It thus highlights the necessity for developing 
women’s employment collective movements that are transnational. Third, the research 
provides a model for feminist action research and affirms the possibilities for women’s 
research which can facilitate new forms of collectivism and mobilisation, enabling vul-
nerable women and victims of employment violence to have a voice.

Ledwith and Munakamwe’s article ‘Gender, union leadership and collective bargain-
ing: Brazil and South Africa’ shares the concern of others in this Collection for 
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precarious women workers – those not being well served by unions that lack gender 
equality in their institutional structures. Their comparative study suggests a direct rela-
tionship between the severity of the gender pay gap and the degree to which unions 
incorporate women into leadership structures. This is an important finding because it 
supports the need for unions to proactively facilitate women’s collectives, as well as to 
encourage their leadership through recruiting able women into positions of power and 
influence if unions are to have integrity and success in defending workers in vulnerable 
situations in the future. How unions achieve this can be debated, but gender equality in 
unions is necessary to fulfil their basic raison d’être.

Sue Williamson’s article, ‘A case study of regulatory confusion: Paid parental leave 
and public servants’, provides an in-depth examination of Australia’s PPL policies since 
2011 and illustrates how employment policies that could benefit women relate to wider 
political agendas. PPL reform is a confusing hot mess in Australia, and is vigorously 
debated between political and employment stakeholders. ‘Improving’ PPL provision has 
been a platform used to gain support for the current Liberal/National Coalition govern-
ment led by Tony Abbott but has been opposed by many within the union movement who 
distrust the overall ideological thrust of his government’s employment policies. The arti-
cle traces the controversies that have arisen around PPL in recent years and draws atten-
tion to the role that conservative political ideology (associated with ‘family policy’) 
plays when interwoven with employment policy that would benefit working women. 
PPL is politicised as PPL discourse supports or detracts from a political party’s support 
for the ‘family’. This article makes an important contribution because it demonstrates 
empirically the way in which employment policies that could improve the working lives 
of women are eroded in the context of wider political ideologies and local politics. It 
explores the dilemma, particularly for women in public sector employment where the 
employer is also the guardian of budgetary austerity and the industrial regulator, of 
whether to rely on legislative reform or on collective bargaining for the delivery of the 
arrangements essential for equitably combining paid and family work.

Finally, Williamson, Cooper and Baird’s article, ‘Job-sharing among teachers: Positive, 
negative (and unintended) consequences’, examines women’s experiences of job-sharing 
in Australia and provides an insight into the ways in which women try and make the 
much-vaunted reality of employment flexibility work for them, by exploring both the 
positive and the negative outcomes of job-sharing. Job-sharing is a form of part-time work 
often undertaken to allow the combination of paid and family work, but this study illus-
trates the need to differentiate between quality part-time work (more likely to be perma-
nent) and job-sharing arrangements where workers are on temporary contracts. For more 
precarious employees, job-sharing is not necessarily ‘quality’ flexible work. The authors 
identify the need to address the policy dilemma that protecting the job security of formerly 
full-time employees seeking a temporary reduction in hours may be predicated on the 
creation of insecure temporary positions for their job-share partners. The article concludes 
by reinforcing the potential of job-sharing to disrupt the gendered rhythms of work that 
make full-time work often problematic for people with caring responsibilities. The 
researchers argue that when men use job-sharing more, this potential might be more fully 
realised. The article also provides insights into how women respond to increasing oppor-
tunities and demands for employment flexibility. The researchers reinforce the notion that 
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flexibility is a double-edged sword for women and, as with childcare provision, the word 
‘quality’ (as in permanent, affordable, safe, accessible and reliable) is the essential precur-
sor to any descriptive employment word used in labour market flexibility policy and 
practice.

The present Collection only scrapes the surface of what could and needs to be done. 
Without research that critically engages with the contemporary political and economic 
milieu, which is framed in media research/educational institutions as ‘crisis’, women’s 
progress will stall or slide backwards. As ever, women’s progress will only occur through 
struggle, and in the following section, we set out some beachheads for this struggle indi-
cated through the four articles discussed above.

Further research

The general themes underlying this collection of research articles pinpoint at least six 
areas for further research attention. First, there is a need for more politically engaged 
feminist research, especially considering the clear evidence uncovered through these 
empirical articles of the connections between public policy that affects the working 
conditions of women and precarious work. Research can help silenced women’s voices 
be heard (also see Cooper and Parker, 2012) and researchers need to continue to work 
even harder and with even more courage and conviction as researcher-activists even 
though it is becoming more difficult to be critical scholars in many university research 
environments.

Second, the issue of sexual violence underlines the ways in which women’s bodies 
remain a focus of government employment ideology, policy and organisational practice. 
Engagement with feminist theories to critically deconstruct the formulation and enact-
ment of government and institutional policy and practice is needed to ensure that atten-
tion remains focused on improving diverse women’s lives through understanding the 
dynamics of employment policy in relation to the ways that female biology is the central 
object through which policies of control are formulated, albeit often unconsciously.

Third, there is need for research investigating ways women’s experiences in develop-
ing and developed economies are inter-related. The issues facing women are frequently 
cross-national concerns; increasing precariousness and vulnerability is connected not 
only to working conditions but also discourses around the control of women generally. 
The fate of women in developed and developing economies is intertwined.

Fourth, several of the articles affirm the importance of unions for women’s empower-
ment. More research is clearly needed on women’s leadership, not only in terms of 
reflecting numerical progress in unions, but of women’s leadership styles and concerns 
so that the present hegemonies are problematised and improved rather than replicated. 
Also, in relation to collective organising, alternative forms of action need examination. 
Women in this collection of articles can be seen to be acting collectively through unions, 
but also within work organisations (e.g. around issues of significance like parental leave 
and job-sharing) and through drawing together because they share a common problem 
(sexual harassment) in concert with researchers. Further research on alternative forms of 
collective organising is needed (e.g. collective action through social movements and 
social media campaigns). In particular and considering the challenges being experienced 
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by unions in neo-liberal hegemonies, the nexus points between unions and other forms 
of collectivism need to be researched. Would it benefit unions and the women they rep-
resent to work more collaboratively with social movements like eco-feminism for 
example?

Fifth, we contend that there needs to be more work on the gender wage gap in different 
industries, as well as some serious attention paid to the assumptions that underpin labour 
market flexibility and its impact on women at the macro labour market level. Recent 
research published on the gender pay gap in European Union countries shows there has 
been a visible albeit marginal improvement between 2005 and 2012 (European Institute 
for Gender Equality (EIGE), 2015). Further research is needed to understand in more 
depth the gender pay gap in a range of countries in relation to employment issues like 
unemployment, under-employment and multiple job-holding, as well as broader social 
issues like poverty and housing. Flexibility is a key issue for women as the articles in this 
collection have shown: women want flexibility but they can also be injured by it. Studies 
are needed that are sensitive to various ways that women’s ways of working are reflected 
by and interact with statistical forms of measuring labour market outcomes like the gender 
pay gap. Incorporating qualitative empirics will help ‘flesh out’ and corroborate (or not) 
the broad themes proposed by more quantitative approaches. The gender pay gap, for 
instance, is considered by some to have stagnated and even widened in the context of 
individualistic/neo-liberal policy, yet this observation is not necessarily confirmed in 
recent studies. In New Zealand, for instance, progress in narrowing the gap has been poor 
since the dismantling of the more collectivist and centralised award system. Finally, as 
part of the research agenda we have outlined above, a further symposium would help to 
continue examination and highlighting of the issues/themes encapsulated in this Collection. 
It would also help emphasise the glacial/even negative pace of change in some areas on a 
number of ‘women’s’ issues at work and women’s collective responses. Overall, this 
Special Collection indicates the necessity for research to continue into women’s work – 
not only the ways in which ‘women’s work’ is constantly being reconfigured but also how 
women have continued to struggle for a quality life for themselves and their families in 
the heightened difficult circumstances triggered by the economic crises since 2007.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article.

Note

1.	 The Conference stream was convened by the authors, assisted by Gil Kirton (Queen Mary 
University, London), Sue Ledwith (Ruskin College, Oxford) and Lise Lotte Hansen (Roskilde 
University, Denmark). Selected articles presented at the Conference, all of them based on 
empirical material, were then ‘crafted’ by the authors for this Special Collection. The authors 
thank the anonymous referees of all articles, including this introduction.
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