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The late 1980s was a period in which the collective effort for women’s fair treatment in New 

Zealand workplaces intensified. The University of Otago was no exception to this shift, and over the 

1986 – 1991 period a significant number of policies, practices and initiatives were established to 

advance the status of women and other under-represented groups as employees in the university 

system.  Key groups and figures involved in the development of Equal Employment Opportunities 

(EEO, now referred to as employment equity) at the university over this period included the Staff 

Women’s Caucus (SWC), the various committees on Equal Employment Opportunities, Jenny Child 

(Equal Employment Opportunities Officer, 1988), and Kris Smith (Equal Employment Opportunities 

Co-ordinator from 1990). The senior administration of the University of Otago was reluctantly 

tolerant of EEO rather than actively supportive; the uptake of EEO measures appears to have been 

driven largely by persistent lobbying from staff members in conjunction with new legislative 

impetus. Changes in government policy on tertiary education at this time away from public funding 

but simultaneously toward Equal Educational Opportunities (EEdO) and EEO regulations are the 

contextual background over which I colour in the details of the progression of EEO at the University 

of Otago. The concurrence of an economic rationalist government agenda with the more liberal 

drive toward social justice in the workplace appear to be at odds with each other (as I will show 

below with reference to the 1991 Employment Contracts Act), and under these conditions moves 

toward EEO in the University of Otago were limited in effectiveness.  

Equality for working women prior to 1986 

A handful of government policies concerning equality in employment were already in place 

as of 1986. After decades of feminist campaigning for equal pay, the 1960 Government Service Equal 

Pay Act was adopted, which ensured that men and women in the public service could not be 

remunerated according to gendered pay scales. The Equal Pay Act of 1972 extended this law to the 

entire private sector. These two pieces of legislation were important initial steps toward improving 

women’s pay relative to men but they have not brought about pay parity. While prohibiting separate 

pay scales for men and women they do not prevent women and men from being employed at 

different levels within an occupation; in academia vertical segregation leads to academic women’s 

concentration at lower levels even within the same rank as men and this means on average they 

have lower salaries. This situation was highlighted in New Zealand universities in 1986 when 

Margaret Wilson published her ‘Report on the Status of Academic Women in New Zealand’; 



academic women were clustered at lower increments and in lower ranks and this indubitably 

disadvantaged them in terms of pay packets. Pay parity has still not been achieved in New Zealand 

(Coalition for Equal Value Equal Pay, 2010). 

Further protection against inequitable working conditions came in the form of the 1977 

Human Rights Commission Act which formally established New Zealand’s Human Rights Commission 

and proscribed numerous axes of discrimination including ethnicity, sex and marital status. The Act 

was interpreted in such a way as to acknowledge that men and women are differently situated in 

society, and consequently gave women legal recourse in the event of discrimination on grounds of 

pregnancy, discrimination by subterfuge, and sexual harassment (Dawson, 1992). The Maternity 

Leave and Employment Protection Act of 1980 recognised women’s right to apply for maternity and 

parental leave for up to 26 weeks and proscribed dismissal on the grounds of pregnancy and 

pregnancy-related factors. The 1985 Rape Law Reform Act further enshrined women’s right to be 

free of sexual harassment in the workplace by creating a new offence of sexual connection by 

coercion (Dawson, 1992). However, lacking pay for parental leave, adequate length of leave and 

adequate job protection, New Zealand’s university women as of 1986 would have had reason to feel 

some insecurity in their jobs, particularly if they desired a family. Nor were there legal requirements 

for EEO programmes within workplaces at this time. 

The Staff Women’s Caucus and EEO at the University of Otago 

At the University of Otago, the Staff Women’s Caucus spearheaded the charge for EEO, 

primarily for the university’s women workers but with an eye to improving access and advancement 

for other minority groups on staff such as people with disabilities and Maori and Pacific Islanders. 

Open to both general and academic women staff, the Caucus began meeting informally in 1983 but 

their political drive was consolidated in October of 1986 when they established a Working Party on 

EEO (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986 – 1991), likely inspired and validated 

by the dissemination of Margaret Wilson’s aforementioned report. The Wilson report demonstrated 

that academic women were disadvantaged in New Zealand universities; clustered in lower ranks, 

receiving fewer travel grants, less qualified than their male counterparts, with a less optimistic 

outlook for tenure and promotion and an increased likelihood of career interruptions (Wilson, 1986). 

Even where similarly qualified, women were typically appointed at lower levels than their male 

equivalents (Wilson, 1986). Women’s emphasis on teaching at the expense of the more prestigious 

career-enhancing research work was notable; women were publishing less and presenting work at 

fewer conferences than men perhaps as a result of this (Wilson, 1986). Their general lack of seniority 

meant they had less influence on University policy and practice through membership of decision-



making bodies (Wilson, 1986). In addition, academic mothers were shouldering disproportionately 

large quantities of domestic and childcare work in the home and were poorly catered to by 

inadequate childcare facilities at their institutions and inadequate parental leave conditions (Wilson, 

1986). They were more likely than men to report discrimination, and many had negative experiences 

of an isolating and exclusionary homosocial environment (Wilson, 1986). 

Thus one of the first items on the SWC agenda was to request that the University Council establish a 

Standing Committee on EEO and to consider appointing an EEO Officer (Harris to Mulgan, 16 

October 1986. University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken 

Library, Dunedin). This demonstrates their desire for EEO to be taken seriously and implemented at 

a high level in the University hierarchy. Their request of October 1986 had mixed success.  Acting 

Vice-Chancellor Richard Mulgan stated that the request was received too late for inclusion on the 

November 1986 Council agenda; instead it was discussed at a meeting of the Finance and General 

Committee where it was agreed that a discussion meeting between representatives of the Academic 

and General Staffing Committees and the SWC Working Party would take place (Harris to Staff 

Women’s Caucus, undated. University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 

3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin). At this meeting on February the 13th 1987, the University offered to 

adopt an EEO policy with content subject to consultation from the SWC, and offered to establish a 

Working Party on EEO but not a Committee of Council, and appoint an EEO Officer at a meagre two-

tenths of a full-time position (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 

3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin).  

Minutes of SWC Working Party meetings show that there was strong feeling that these measures 

would be inadequate (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. 

Hocken Library, Dunedin). Any EEO group within the University, they argued, would need to be 

established as a Standing Committee of Council in order to have a reasonable degree of influence on 

policy and practice. There were further concerns that the proposed EEO Working Party membership 

did not include disability or Maori staff representation (Harris to Girvan, 10 April 1987. University of 

Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin). There was 

also disappointment over the proposed two-tenths EEO Officer position on the grounds that EEO 

considerations required a staff member’s full-time attention. Senior administration had proposed 

that this position be made from within existing staff; the SWC argued the position should be 

advertised externally perhaps to ensure greater transparency and objectivity in the Officer’s 

proposed primary role as researcher. Upon closer examination, the initial offer to instate EEO policy 

appears to have been a placating measure of questionable substance, with the Registrar insisting 



firstly that an EEO policy was already in place which would simply be restated, but upon being asked 

for a record of this policy he evasively replied that it was ‘unexpressed’. He envisioned that a ‘re’-

statement of this mysteriously ethereal policy would not be ‘long or elaborate’ (Harris, Jocelyn. 

Equal Employment Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). 

Nonetheless an EEO policy was drawn up and took effect from April of 1987 (University of Otago 

Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin). 

Yet there was much evidence that a great deal more needed to be done to advance the 

position of women within the University system. Aside from the qualitative dimensions described in 

the Wilson report, the 1987 University of Otago calendar (University of Otago, 1987) provides 

material evidence of academic women’s departmental and vertical segregation within the 

University. Of full-time permanent lecturing staff, women were 3.9% of professors, 7.5% of associate 

professors, 9.9% of senior lecturers, 30.4% of lecturers, and a majority of 68.8% of assistant 

lecturers. Women were noticeably not progressing to senior ranks in proportion to their male 

counterparts. The calendar also reveals that of 63 Departments, only two were female-dominated in 

terms of permanent full-time lecturing staff and another two had almost reached parity of 

representation. In contrast, more than half of all University departments had no women on full-time 

permanent lecturing staff at all. In a further 26 departments, the percentage of women ranged from 

between 4.8% up to 33.3%.  

Some vindication for the SWC came in the form of the 1987 Universities Review, and it is likely that 

the resulting ‘Watts report’ (Universities Review Committee, 1987) provided institutional recognition 

of the value and importance of EEO. At the above February 13th 1987 meeting, it was suggested that 

the SWC make a submission to the Universities Review panel that had been mandated by the New 

Zealand Vice-Chancellors’ Committee to investigate how New Zealand universities could enhance 

their ‘adaptability and ... responsiveness to the needs of all sections of the community’ while at the 

same time endorsing a user-pays system of university education (Universities Review Committee, 

1987). In March, the SWC made their submission which fore-grounded women’s concerns about 

childcare, maternity leave, sabbaticals, part-time work, tutoring, appointments, promotions, lack of 

representation on committees, monitoring of the rank and proportion of women employees, 

women’s health issues, the need for robust EEO structures, non-sexist language, and issues for 

secretarial staff (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken 

Library, Dunedin). The Review Committee visited the University of Otago on the 15th and 16th of April 

and met and held discussions with various university representatives including a delegation of the 

SWC.  



By October 1987 the Review Committee (Dame Jean Herbison, Dr Ron Watts, Sir Rupert Myers 

and Dr Tom Johnston) produced their report which made the following recommendations: 

- That adequate financial support be made available to women students at postgraduate level 

- That childcare facilities for staff and students be expanded 

- That each University Council establish an EEO Standing Committee 

- That universities draw up EEO policies and appoint an EEO Officer responsible for developing 

an EEO Management Plan 

- That Maori liaison officers be appointed 

- That Maori language and consultation be encouraged 

- That Maori spaces and a Maori Board of Studies be established 

- That disability resources, including accessible accommodation, counselling and study aids be 

provided (Universities Review Committee, 1987). 

Throughout 1987, the SWC continued to actively promote EEO concerns. They organised meetings 

with and seminars by prominent women such as visiting academics, politicians and lobbyists, for 

example the Margaret Shields, Minister of Women’s Affairs visit of the 27th of October 1987. They 

had representatives in AUTNZ, including an Otago representative on the AUTNZ Status of Women 

Committee. Members attended relevant conferences such as the Women in Tertiary Education 

conference held in Wellington on the 17th and 18th of July 1987. But a very significant moment in 

their history happened on the 5th of August at an Annual General Meeting, when they became 

formally constituted and elected Jocelyn Harris as the first President of the SWC Executive 

Committee (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken 

Library, Dunedin). 

The third Labour government, re-elected that year, continued to advance EEO through 

legislation such as the 1987 Parental Leave and Employment Protection Act and the Labour Relations 

Act of the same year. The Parental Leave and Employment Protection Act afforded parents 

- 14 weeks of unpaid maternity leave able to be taken up to six weeks before the baby was 

due 

- 2 weeks of unpaid paternity leave from the date of birth 



- Extended unpaid leave of 52 weeks for which either or both partners were eligible 

- Special Leave of up to 10 days for a woman to take for ‘reasons connected with the 

pregnancy’ 

- Mandatory employment protection for a woman if she takes maternity leave of up to four 

weeks 

- A preference period of 6 months in which an employer must notify the woman of the 

availability of any employment vacancies similar to her old job in the event that the 

employer does not keep her job open for her (Department of Labour, 1987) 

The Labour Relations Act made sexual harassment a form of personal grievance, against which union 

workers could seek recourse through grievance procedures (Dawson, 1992). Thus New Zealand 

women workers now had formal legislative protection from sexual harassment, and their right to 

parental leave was guaranteed and extended, although it continued to be unpaid.  

Meanwhile, in May, the Finance and General Committee of Council established the EEO 

Working Party, comprised of members of the Academic and General Staffing Committees as well as 

SWC representatives. Their duty was to research and discuss the appointment of an EEO Officer, as 

requested by the SWC (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. 

Hocken Library, Dunedin). In September the University advertised an EEO Officer position at six-

tenths equivalent full-time staff for one-year duration, to research EEO at the University. Although 

the University committed to an EEO policy, the reluctance of senior administration to establish an 

EEO Committee of Council and the considerable lobbying from the SWC to have the EEO Officer 

position expanded from the proposed two-tenths to six-tenths suggests that endorsement of EEO 

from the University organisation was at a superficial and tokenistic level only.  

The ‘new blood’ lectureship in Women’s Studies 

During 1988 University women strove for and won the establishment of a new blood lectureship 

in Women’s Studies, a very significant development in the history of the University of Otago. While 

Women’s Studies had existed at the University since Elizabeth Duke’s Classical Studies paper 

‘Women in the Greek and Roman World’ of 1979, Otago lagged behind all of the other New Zealand 

universities in offering a Women’s Studies programme (Morris Matthews, 1993). Over the period of 

1985-1988 there were four women’s studies papers available in Humanities subjects, and in 1988 

the Medical School introduced a paper in Women’s Health and the School of Physical Education 

offered Women, Leisure and Sport for study (Morris Matthews, 1993). In the same year, the 



University of Otago proposed the introduction of three ‘new blood’ lectureships, and women staff 

and students seized the opportunity to lobby for a Women’s Studies appointment. The SWC and 

women in Psychology were particularly instrumental in this process; graduate students in Psychology 

organised a student petition for Women’s Studies, and collected 560 signatures in just two days 

(Morris Matthews, 1993). Consequently the SWC made a submission for a new blood lectureship in 

Women’s Studies to the Academic Staffing Committee. Later in the year, Jocelyn Harris and Dorothy 

Page were called upon to make an oral submission. Although they had the support of the Assistant 

Vice-Chancellor, Deans and Heads of Department in the Humanities Division, Page described the oral 

submission as feeling like an interview, that there was ‘considerable hostility to the proposal. … We 

had to justify it fairly fully. … I found it quite stressful’, and Humanities Assistant Vice-Chancellor 

David McKenzie described it as ‘a real battle’ (Morris Matthews, 1993, p.221). The Women’s Studies 

lectureship came about through a sustained and persistent campaign, resulting in the three-year 

fixed-term appointment of scholar Anna Smith.  

The Equal Employment Opportunities Officer 

In February of 1988, after more than a year had passed since the SWC first made the 

suggestion, the University of Otago employed its first EEO Officer, Jennifer Child. Initially, Child’s 

appointment stated that she was responsible to the Pro-Vice Chancellor and she was to report to an 

EEO Support Committee. However, during the course of the year Child’s appointment was altered, 

and arguably downgraded. From June she was made responsible to the Registrar and reported to a 

Joint Committee on EEO, made up of representatives from the Academic and General Staffing 

Committees and the SWC, with the power to co-opt. This was not the influential appointment that 

the SWC had envisaged when they had requested a full-time EEO Officer responsible to the Vice-

Chancellor, and the establishment of an EEO Standing Committee of the University Council; 

throughout the consultation process in which Child’s position in the university administration was 

altered, the SWC repeatedly suggested that the new EEO Committee should be established as a sub-

committee of the University Council which included members of Council. As noted in the SWC 

Executive Committee Meeting Minutes of the 5th of May 1988, ‘The lack of a direct voice may be 

detrimental to the functioning and power of the EEO Committee’ (University of Otago Staff 

Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin).  

There was also some confusion about Child’s job description. An SWC Information Sheet distributed 

to members in early 1988 outlined the EEO Officer position as ‘undertaking research and reporting 

to the Senate and Council on … the availability of work-related support services, the numbers and 

status of women and other … minority groups In the University within both academic and general 



staff, the level and representation of women on university committees and reviewing recruitment, 

selection and promotion practices. This information will be used to formulate and adopt a policy of 

equal opportunity. [Child is] also available to support and assist staff experiencing difficulties with 

aspects of their employment’ (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 

3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin). This is a large remit for a six-tenths EFTS position, and perhaps it 

induced the Pro-Vice Chancellor (John Blennerhassett) to remark in an EEO Support Committee 

Meeting held on the 10th of March 1988 ‘that the main task of the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Officer in 1988 was research and that unless a substantial factual document was available by the end 

of the year the credibility of the office would be jeopardized [sic]’ (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal 

Employment Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). Later, 

the SWC noted that ‘Jenny has nowhere to go with any recommendations the Committee approves. 

Jenny is not seen as part of formal structures and is not assigned any important roles, e.g. was 

willing to review publications for sexist language but was declined’ (University of Otago Staff 

Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin). The pressure was on for 

Child to produce a document based on research on the status of and concerns for women and other 

minority groups in the University. Thus she set out to survey various occupational groups within the 

university, including academics, technicians, and administrative and library staff. She also reviewed 

the procedures for academic promotions. By January of 1989, she had produced two important EEO 

reports based on her research: ‘Promotions Procedures for Academic Staff’ and the ‘Report on Equal 

Employment Opportunity at the University of Otago’ (Child, 1989) (Child, 1988).  

During the year of Child’s appointment, the Labour government produced two more pieces 

of legislation which both reflected and endorsed the urgent need for universities to instate EEO 

measures. Sections 11AD and 11AE of the Universities Amendment Act required all New Zealand 

universities to develop and implement EEO programmes, though it fell short of providing any 

specifications of what such programmes must include. The State Sector Act further reiterated that all 

Education employers in the public sector must act as ‘good employers’, a remit which included 

developing, implementing and reporting on an EEO programme. But the government’s commitment 

to bringing EEO to the workplace was at best confused and contradictory, as shown in the 

recommendations of the 1988 Hawke Report (Hawke, 1988). The Report on Post-compulsory 

Education and Training in New Zealand, commissioned by the government. The report suggested 

that tertiary institutions should report on EEdO and EEO; under-represented groups should have 

adequate input into central administration practices; and that funding of tertiary education become 

user-pays based with the government administering a student loan scheme, with the possibility of 

some funds being made contingent upon achievement of EEdO and EEO objectives (Hawke, 1988).  



The report received unfavourable feedback from AUTNZ for the endorsement of user-pays and 

student loan schemes (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. 

Hocken Library, Dunedin). Many critics noted that these user pays and student loan schemes are 

incompatible with EEdO and EEO in that they help to maintain and further embed the disadvantage 

of women and other marginalised groups in tertiary education training and employment; groups 

who will inevitably take longer to pay loans back because of workforce disadvantage, leaving them 

with a greater interest burden. User-pays and student loans directly undermine EEO objectives, 

rendering the recommendations produced in the Hawke Report contradictory, and revealed that 

government commitment to EEO was moot.  

Universities responded to the EEO provisions in the Universities Amendment Act and the State 

Sector Act by drawing up Guidelines for an Equal Employment Opportunities Programme for New 

Zealand Universities. This was achieved at a workshop held in Wellington on the 30th of June 1988, 

including representation from relevant unions, the Human Rights Commission and the New Zealand 

Vice-Chancellors’ Committee. They recommended that each university: 

- develop an EEO programme to eliminate discrimination and barriers for under-represented 

groups. Suggested aims of EO programmes include establishing empirical evidence of under-

representation and barriers and statistically analysing it; establishing targets, developing 

EEO procedures for recruitment and promotion; enhancing support structures for staff such 

as adequate childcare, parental leave and work flexibility; and enhancing professional 

development and training in EEO issues 

- have an EEO policy, disseminated thoroughly amongst staff 

- appoint an EEO Co-ordinator at assistant registrar level to administer and monitor the EEO 

programme, run EEO training and develop strategies to combat discrimination and barriers. 

The position would be supported by a support group and adequate resourcing. The EEO Co-

ordinator would regularly meet and liaise with EEO Co-ordinators from other New Zealand 

universities to assess overall EEO progress in New Zealand universities  

- establish an EEO Standing Committee of Council, made up of the Vice-Chancellor or a 

representative of the Vice-Chancellor, University Council representatives, representatives 

from target groups as well as general and academic staff. The EEO Co-ordinator would sit on 

the Committee without speaking or voting rights. The Committee should disseminate 

information and call for submissions on EEO proposals (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal Employment 

Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). 



Meanwhile, Otago’s university women continued to be active in promoting EEO campaigns – 

distributing petitions, denouncing the display of pornography pin-ups in the Printery, and making 

submissions on proposed management restructurings (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus 

Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin). They expressed fierce opposition to the 

University’s proposal of a Performance Incentive Scheme on the grounds that it was not available to 

general staff or junior academics and was likely to favour men because of their greater integration 

within Departmental cultures. Professor Barbara Heslop from the Medical School raised issues of 

barriers to women in medical training and specialisation. She was concerned about the lack of part-

time provisions for postgraduates, especially those seeking to enter medical specialisations (Flynn, 

1988). The full-time requirements were a particular obstacle to graduates with family responsibilities 

– disproportionately women – and filtered them into less demanding and intensive GP work, 

resulting in men’s monopolisation of medical specialisations (Flynn, 1988). It was also noted that the 

35 year age bar for entry into Medical School was ageist and unfair to women seeking to further 

their training after raising a family (Flynn, 1988). 

Jenny Child’s year-long EEO Officer appointment ended in February of 1989, and another year 

would pass before an EEO position was re-established. Before Child’s service was complete, she 

produced two reports which shaped the direction of EEO at the University of Otago for years to 

come. The reports were a foundation from which the EO Committee, which in response to the 

report was finally made a Committee of the University Council in May of 1989, could begin the 

process of implementing changes. Child’s report made, in brief, the following recommendations:  

- that steps be taken to ensure and maintain an improved representation of target groups in 

University faculties and Departments, and on University committees and decision-making 

bodies, for general and academic staff;  

- that a revised EEdO and EEO policy be adopted; 

- that EEO information be sought and monitored on applicants for vacancies and promotions;  

- that appointments procedures be reviewed with EEO objectives in mind, and policies such as 

giving preference to female candidates where they are equal in merit to men;  

- that job descriptions and applications criteria, tenure and promotions criteria be reviewed to 

ensure transparency; 

- that academic and general staff development and training be improved with EEO objectives 

in mind, such as training relevant staff in non-discriminatory interviewing procedures; 



- that steps be taken to ensure fairness and support for part-time staff and staff who have 

taken temporary extended leave to attend to family responsibilities; 

- that support and flexibility be accorded to staff who are upgrading their qualifications; 

- that tutors and demonstrators be accorded more recognition, and the prolonged use of 

temporary contracts be monitored and discouraged; 

- that postgraduate study be reviewed to ensure part-time availability and removal of 

discriminatory criteria such as age bars; 

- that steps be taken to encourage and promote women in medical specialties, and that the 

35 year age bar for entry to Medical School be reconsidered; 

- that the University address issues of equitable divisions of academic labour (e.g. teaching, 

research etc); 

- that the University address issues of reasonable distribution of resources and leave between 

academic and general staff and across occupational types; 

- that the General Staffing Committee develop a general staff induction programme; 

- that the University enable job-sharing and part-time/flexible positions where feasible, and 

ensure they do not adversely affect career progression for those who access them; 

- that University vacancies be advertised internally; 

- that the University develop standard parental and domestic leave policies including work 

flexibility for returning staff; 

- the Ethical Behaviour Committee promote awareness of harassment and develop 

procedures for dealing with complaints; 

- the University investigate unmet childcare needs, monitor childcare needs, and consider 

possibilities for a school holiday programme; 

- that restrooms be adequately resourced with comfort and first aid equipment; 

- that the Maori Studies Department be consulted about developing course content relevant 

and sensitive to Maori; 



- that the University review structures and practices and develop policies to allow for 

increased access, opportunity and support for staff and students with disabilities; 

- promote awareness of and sensitivity to multiculturalism; 

- consult Pacific Island groups to consider their EEO and EEdO needs, and consider affirmative 

action; 

- that an EEO Committee be made a Standing Committee of Council, made up of 

representatives of senior administration, representatives of academic and general staff, 

representatives of target groups and the EEO Co-ordinator; 

- that an EEO Co-ordinator be appointed; 

- that grievance procedures be developed, and grievance data kept and monitored by the EEO 

Co-ordinator (Child, 1988). 

Her report on promotions procedures, developed through her observation of those conducted in 

1988, provided the further recommendation that promotions procedures be reviewed, with 

attention to merit criteria, to ensure fairness, objectivity and transparency for all candidates (Child, 

1989). 

The EEO Committee and the Jenny Child reports 

The Joint Committee on EEO (not yet a Council Sub-committee) distributed Child’s report 

widely among Departments, other University organisations, and unions, and called for submissions. 

Endorsement was given by various relevant union branches, the SWC, the Otago Women’s Studies 

Association, and the Departments of Education, History and English (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal 

Employment Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). In 

total, fourteen submissions were received, most emphasising or commenting on particular 

recommendations. One submission, from the HoD of a Medical Faculty Department, stated that no 

further action on EEO was needed in his Department. The EEO Committee ranked the report’s 

recommendations according to their immediate feasibility, which were then forwarded to Council 

and referred to appropriate groups and/or persons for action to be taken.  

By May the EEO Committee of Council had been formally constituted, and funding was made 

available for a full-time EEO Co-ordinator position at Assistant Registrar level (interviews for which 

were held over September and October). An EEO Committee working party set about developing the 

EEO Co-ordinator’s job description. At an August meeting, the Committee resolved to take 



immediate action on amending EEO policy, promoting and monitoring women’s membership on 

University committees, monitoring gender ratios of staff and establishing targets, evaluating 

childcare needs, and developing grievance procedures (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal Employment 

Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). They called for 

data from various university committees regarding their composition and membership criteria, 

received in September.  

They recommended to Divisional Assistant Vice-Chancellors (AVCs) that Divisional 

membership be extended to general staff and that measures be put in place to recruit and promote 

women academic staff, who were concerned that the teaching component of their work was 

accorded less import than their research in promotions evaluations (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal 

Employment Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). The 

suggestions were supported by Humanities AVC David MacKenzie. Lyell McLean, AVC Commerce, 

stated general staff were already accorded Divisional membership in Commerce, and asked for 

suggestions on how to recruit and progress academic women. John Hunter, AVC of Health Sciences 

(who in late 1988 had expressed reluctance to improve any of the structures in Health Sciences that 

discourage women’s participation and progress) requested a meeting to discuss the issues raised 

with EEO Committee representatives. 

In accordance with Maori requests, the EEO Committee recommended that the Ethical 

Behaviour policy be revised to allow for group/whanau representation at hearings (September 

1989). In the same month, they also instigated discussions with Medical School managers over the 

35 year age limit for entry, resulting in a rewording of regulations to state ‘applications will not 

normally be accepted from candidates over the age of 35 years’, a small success (Harris, Jocelyn. 

Equal Employment Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin).  

In October, as a result of EEO Committee action stemming from the Child report, the Planning and 

Resources Committee agreed to address issues around division of resources between academic and 

general staff to ensure financial cuts do not disproportionately affect one group more than the 

other. However, the Planning and Resource Committee refused to enshrine the representation of 

target groups in its membership (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal Employment Opportunity at the University of 

Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). Senate on the other hand, with restructurings 

pending, began advising that four nominations for membership from the Lecturers Association must 

be made with EEO concerns in mind. This concession was hotly contended, according to SWC 

Meeting Minutes: the EEO Committee had asked for the election of four academic women staff to 

Senate, but Vice-Chancellor Robin Irvine had opposed, preferring eight representatives of the 



Lecturers Association. His purported reason for opposing the election of SWC members to Senate 

was ‘because the SWC is not an officially constituted body’, when in fact the SWC had been formally 

constituted for two years and had received implicit recognition from the University through the 

inclusion of two SWC representatives on the EEO Committee (University of Otago Staff Women’s 

Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin).  

The EEO Committee’s December proposal that Departments collect and report EEO 

information on the appointment and reasons for non-selection of job applicants was almost 

unanimously opposed (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal Employment Opportunity at the University of Otago, 

1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). HoDs overwhelmingly expressed that it would create too 

much unnecessary work for them, although some were quick to note they supported EEO principles 

and others made suggestions. The lone supporter was from the Department of Education.  

A Full-Time Equal Employment Opportunities Co-ordinator 

In January of 1990, the New EEO Co-ordinator, Kris Smith, took up her position, providing 

additional momentum for EEO initiatives (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal Employment Opportunity at the 

University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). During the first year of her 

appointment, she administered a number of surveys, including one to technicians to gauge their 

experiences of stress, one to staff in the Commerce Division, and another to undergraduate women 

in Sciences. She agitated for a review of appointment and selection procedures for academic and 

general staff, and made revisions to job application forms  to ensure they did not ask for information 

that could be used to discriminate, adding a confidential form through which to obtain background 

information on candidates so that an EEO database could developed and used to monitor equity. 

She helped to develop Grievance Procedures for staff complaints, which covered discrimination and 

sexual harassment complaints. While the Grievance Procedures were in draft stages, Divisional EEO 

contacts were appointed, whom Smith helped train. She was involved in Working Parties on Maori 

employment and staff with disabilities and drafted EEO Management Plans for these two groups, as 

well as a broader EEO Management Plan. She suggested that the University’s EEO policy needed to 

be translated into te reo in the University calendar. She attended and report on promotion rounds as 

EEO observer, created and distributed an EEO poster, raised awareness of and reviewed the need for 

gender-neutral language in the University, developed staff training programmes, assembled an EEO 

education kitset, attended national University EEO Co-ordinators’ meetings, and developed EEdO 

data collection on student pre-enrolments. Over the 1990/1991 summer period she had an assistant 

appointed to conduct a survey on Parental Leave and unmet childcare needs in the University. 



Three pieces of legislation were passed that year relevant to EEO. The Education 

Amendment Act required all education institutions to review their EEO programmes every three 

years and report to the Minister of Education regarding their effectiveness. The Employment Equity 

Act reiterated the requirement for EEO programmes but also established a Pay Equity monitoring 

body to assess the comparable worth of jobs. The Act was repealed later in the same year. The Bill of 

Rights followed on from the 1977 Human Rights Act in maintaining the prohibition on various forms 

of discrimination.  

The SWC continued to be a tenacious force for equity within the University, acting in some 

measure as a voluntary watchdog on EEO. They brought to light safety concerns for after hours staff, 

visibility being of particular concern to women staff, and ensured that these concerns were seen to 

by maintenance workers (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. 

Hocken Library, Dunedin). They suggested the need for an occupational health nurse, which Kris 

Smith agreed to investigate. They insisted that the University advertise all staff vacancies internally, 

as there were variable practices in place which sometimes meant reduced opportunities for 

advancement for existing staff. They raised the issue of staff fee exemptions, which appeared to be 

less accessible to general staff. The EEO Committee, as a result, began monitoring the allocation of 

exemptions in each Division and by 1991 a uniform approach to allocation was put in place. The SWC 

made submissions on EEO on the University Charter and Corporate Plan, a number of which were 

adopted. While their recommendations were not always accepted, they vehemently insisted that 

the University consider EEO objectives in the adoption and alterations of many institutional 

processes, including proposed changes to the membership structure of the University Council. They 

were a vital part of maintaining the momentum for EEO in the University.  

In 1990, Coralie Kirkland was appointed as Disabilities Research Officer to survey students 

with disabilities and report on their needs. Her post was a brief four months but at the close of her 

appointment she produced a document which made numerous recommendations to the University 

for improving access for and service to students with disabilities (Kirkland, 1990). 

Health Sciences continued to struggle to attract and retain women in medical specialties, a 

situation highlighted when a woman senior lecturer resigned from the Department of Medicine, 

unhappy with the Department’s inflexibility over appointments (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal Employment 

Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). The University’s 

reluctance to accommodate staff members’ family responsibilities, a key EEO consideration, was a 

primary cause of her resignation. Soon after, the EEO Committee drafted a work flexibility policy.  



The paucity of women in senior positions made local news. In an Otago Daily Times news 

story, John Gibbs reported that the University’s sole woman professor was due to retire at the end 

of 1990, leaving none, a situation amplified by the absence of women on the University Council and 

the Planning and Resources Committee (Gibbs, 1990).  

A Psychology student, Gisele Bahr, undertook a survey of PhD students which found 

discrepancies in the PhD experience among women and men (Harris, Jocelyn. Equal Employment 

Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. Dunedin). She reported a lack 

of women supervisors and that male supervisors were more likely to be considered unsupportive. 

Women PhD students had out-performed their male counterparts at Bachelors and Masters levels. 

Students mostly reported similar obstacles to study, however one noticeable difference was that 

women with children found childcare provisions to be inadequate, hindering their PhD experience.  

In 1991 the EEO Committee suffered a setback in status, and was now reporting to the 

Staffing Committee instead of Council (University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-

1991. MS 3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin). The EEO Co-ordinator lost status too, and no longer 

reported to the Registrar but to the Staff Registrar. According to the SWC, the University of Otago 

was the only New Zealand university at that time in which the EEO Co-ordinator did not report 

directly to the Vice-Chancellor or the Registrar. The SWC itself had been demoted in their role on the 

EEO Committee, having only one representative included where previously it had two. They 

expressed concern that the EEO Committee included no representatives of staff with disabilities and 

no longer had the power to co-opt. However, some EEO success was enshrined in the University’s 

Draft Charter which endorsed EEO and EEdO principles and made allowance for the development 

and implementation of EEO and EEdO objectives. 

The situation for women academics at the University of Otago in 1992 

By 1992, the University had adopted a Parental Leave policy and an Affirmative Action policy 

(University of Otago Staff Women’s Caucus Records, 1986-1991. MS 3141. Hocken Library, Dunedin). 

Promotions procedures had been reviewed, a half-time Disabilities Co-ordinator had been 

appointed, programmes to encourage Maori student participation had been developed, and Treaty 

of Waitangi education sessions were available. The University’s EEO policy was included in the 

University Calendar in te reo. Ongoing issues included school holiday childcare and the continuing 

under-representation of women and minority groups on staff. Academic women were still 

sequestered in lower levels, and made up only 6.25% of associate professors and 5.1%f full 

professors. The Commerce Division and the School of Dentistry had no women professors, compared 



with Humanities where 8.33% of professors were women. Maori were less than 1% of all lecturer 

types, 0% of associate professors and 3.17% of full professors. Staff with disabilities were 9.61% of 

senior lecturers above level 6 and 0% of the professoriate. General staff women were heavily 

concentrated  in feminised occupations such as administrative assistant, dental assistant, library 

assistant and nurse, but were scarce as computer programmers and in general services (Harris, 

Jocelyn. Equal Employment Opportunity at the University of Otago, 1986 – 1991. Personal records. 

Dunedin). Much had yet to be achieved, and with the passing of the 1991 Employment Contracts Act 

which disestablished compulsory union membership and therefore weakened workers’ collective 

bargaining power, the struggle for employment equity was in many ways going to be more difficult. 

The Employment Contracts Act undermined some aspects of EEO in that it defined discrimination as 

a ‘personal grievance’ and, by encouraging the use of individual employment contracts, made pay 

and employment conditions for staff less public and therefore more difficult to monitor for fairness 

and discrimination (Dawson, 1992).  

It is my contention that over the 1986-1991 period of its history, the University of Otago 

adopted a reluctant and cynical approach to addressing equity. Despite the widespread acceptance 

of Margaret Wilson’s 1986 report detailing the barriers New Zealand women academics faced, 

senior management for the most part dragged their heels on the issue. The SWC, acting as voice of 

University women’s disquiet, recommended that the University install EEO policies, personnel and 

committees to address inequalities, but the University’s response was to trivialise the issue by 

offering a meagre research-only EEO Officer appointment, an EEO Committee with little institutional 

influence, while claiming to have an EEO policy that simply did not exist. It was only when 

government legislation required effective EEO programmes and granted working women other 

important entitlements to help them advance equitably in their careers that the University began to 

display institutional recognition of EEO, and only then with the persistent campaigning of the SWC. 

They finally appointed a full-time EEO Co-ordinator and an EEO Committee of Council to review and 

oversee the development of policies and practices to ensure equitable participation, conditions, and 

advancement for all under-represented groups. But by 1991 it became apparent that the 

organisation’s concessions to EEO were temporary, contingent, and subject to revision and de-

prioritisation with little to no consultation with affected groups. The EEO Committee lost status in 

the committee structure, as did the EEO Co-ordinator. The SWC, despite being a formally constituted 

University group, had to lobby for the University’s institutional recognition. Their representation on 

the EEO Committee illustrated their political efficacy, perhaps too well, resulting in this 

representation being halved in the 1991 year despite protest.  



It is difficult to liken the situation at the University of Otago to that discussed by Bagilhole 

(Bagilhole, 2002). Her interviews with academic staff in one university revealed a range of attitudes 

to EEO in existence, including confusion (a support for EEO principles couple with a lack of clarity 

surrounding their purpose); collusion (acceptance of EEO ‘as long as it does not seriously challenge 

the existing power structures’ (Bagilhole, 2002, p.25)), cynicism (whereby women are expected to 

change to meet the demands of a masculinist system rather than altering the system itself) and 

contrariness, characterised by outright hostility to EEO. Because this study is concerned with the 

historical developments of the period - the initiatives suggested, debated, rejected and implemented 

- rather than the attitudes of academic staff of the time, it would not be feasible to draw a direct 

comparison. Nonetheless, Bagilhole’s characterisation of the University in her study as an 

‘active/avoiding organisation’ (Vince and Booth 1996, cited in Bagilhole, 2002) seems appropriate in 

some ways, in that this designation refers to an institution that is both ‘approaching and avoiding 

equality at the same time’ (p.31). And yet, the term ‘active’ would seem to imply that the University 

of Otago was actively seeking to develop EEO policy, and this was not the case. EEO policies were 

developed mostly in response to legislative changes and lobbying by affected staff. Perhaps a 

categorisation of ‘passive/avoiding organisation’ more adequately captures this scenario.  

One might suggest that the University was responding to the political climate of the time: 

the turn toward a users-pays system in the tertiary education sector was well underway before the 

end of the previous Labour government’s term, compromising their otherwise important legislative 

EEO requirements. As of 1990 when the National government came to power, issues of social justice 

were less likely to be legislatively addressed and were even undermined with the repeal of the 

Employment Equity Act and subsequent adoption of the Employment Contracts Act. Although the 

University of Otago took a reluctantly tolerant approach to EEO matters, its attempts to attend to 

EEO requirements set out in government legislation would inevitably be constrained by successive 

neo-liberal government agendas. What is abundantly clear is that, whatever the motivation, the 

University of Otago’s attitude to equal opportunity is best summarised as acting on what is legally 

required as opposed to what is needed.  
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