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Human Super 2 

Changing work trends highlight incompatibility 

with superannuation system 

 

Introduction 

The typical employee in Australia today commutes to work while responding 
to emails, phoning colleagues, or completing a document via their device. They may 
leave work early to attend their child’s school concert, but complete their work task 
later that evening, outside of typical working hours. These traits — of working 
remotely and flexibly to accommodate an ever-intertwined work and personal life — 
define today’s worker. However, the superannuation system — characterised 
through archaic paper applications, complexity, lack of digital presence, and worst 
of all, member disengagement — could not be more diametrically opposed to the 
needs of today’s workers. 

The superannuation guarantee (SG) system was implemented in 1992 under 
the Keating Labour government. This was when the majority of workers were men 
who worked full-time1, earned breadwinner salaries, and remained in full time work 
for the duration of their working lives. Workers didn’t have simple access to their 
superannuation accounts, and contributions were taken care of by one’s employer; 
at the time, it was an easy path to a decent retirement, created so that fewer people 
would rely on the age pension.2 However, those who constructed the 
superannuation framework failed to provision for those who didn’t fit the mould of 
the full-time 40-year career employee — namely, women.  

 

  

                                                   
1 https://www.jobs.gov.au/annual-report-2016/analysis-trends-australian-labour-market 

2 Australian Government, Budget Paper No. 1, 2016  
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The superannuation gap between men and women has 
always existed — and has made little progress 

Evidence of the superannuation gap between men and women has existed 
for over fifteen years, since its very conception due to the factors that prevent 
women from earning the same as men. ASFA’s Principal Researcher Ross Clare 
pointed out in 2004 that career breaks and the gender pay gap were responsible for 
the alarming difference in superannuation balances, where women retired with half 
as much as men.3 The most recent reports from ASFA, dated 2017 show that in 
Australia, women retire with 42% less superannuation than men, approximately a 
decade’s worth less in retirement funds.4 5 This gap is illustrated in Figure 1 below. 

 

Figure 1: The superannuation gap 

 

 

                                                   
3 ASFA, Why can’t a woman be more like a man — gender differences in retirement savings, 2004 

4 https://www.superannuation.asn.au/media/media-releases/2017/media-release-26-october-2017 

5 ASFA, ASFA Retirement Standard, 2018 
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This information paints a very grim picture for women. In the intervening 15 
years since the two ASFA studies, the amount of superannuation differential has 
moved very little. Women are as significantly challenged by their retirement future 
now in 2018, as they were back in 2002. This speaks to a lack of progress from 
society, government and the superannuation industry in a bid to address the 
problem at a wholesale level. 

 

  

Senate Select Committee on the Future of Work and Workers
Submission 126



Human Super 5 

How women’s superannuation is affected by their work 
patterns, with dire consequences 

The evidence is clear that more and more employees are choosing flexibility, 
and that the largest demographic of flexible workers in Australia remains women 
(Figure 2). Thus, those most disadvantaged by the faults in our superannuation 
system are women.  

 

Figure 2: Employment Status in the Workforce 
 

 

For any one of the 40% of women working full-time but earning 17.7% less than a 
male in the same role6, their superannuation balance is automatically less, simply 
because their SG of 9.5% is worth less. Similarly, for any one of the 32.9% of women 
working part-time in order to care for family, their earning capacity is limited and 
hence so is their superannuation. If working as a contractor or is self-employed, she 
is required to maintain her own superannuation contributions, which can be a 
significant burden on an already busy life. She simply cannot access an HR 
department to help educate her on superannuation or help with her salary sacrifice 

                                                   
6 https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/2016-17-gender-equality-scorecard.pdf 

67.9% 

10.7% 

21.4% 

40.2% 
32.9% 

26.9% 

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

80% 

Full-time Part-time Casual

Pe
rc
en

ta
ge
	in
	ro

le
s

Source:	Workplace	Gender	Equality	Agency’s	2016-17	reporting	data

Employment	Status	in	Australian	Workforce	

Male Female

Senate Select Committee on the Future of Work and Workers
Submission 126



Human Super 6 

contributions. Similarly, if a woman is on maternity leave, no one is making 
superannuation contributions on her behalf.  

A combination of career breaks (as a result of family commitments) and 
being paid less results in fewer women contributing to their superannuation, and 
therefore retiring with less, often to the point of being in crisis. Reports show 70% of 
single women rely on the Age Pension7 and that women aged 55+ are the fastest-
growing demographic of homeless people across Australia8. This is no doubt placing 
further financial pressure on the government. 

Given that women statistically live 5% longer9, we — as a society — need to 
close the superannuation gap. On current trends, women are facing almost a 
decade of retirement during which they aren’t funded10 — and during which, they 
will be dependent solely on the government. When we look at the variables 
contributing to women retiring with less superannuation, it is clear that 
superannuation must become more flexible to meet the needs of the future 
workforce. Superannuation must be modernised if we are to support not only the 
women who make up over half our population11, but the entire ageing population in 
general. 

 

  

                                                   
7 Industry Superannuation Australia, Enquiry into economic security for women in retirement, 2015 

8 Mission Australia, Ageing and Homelessness: Solutions to a growing problem, 2017 

9 https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/life-expectancy-death/deaths-in-australia/contents/life-expectancy 

10 ASFA, Retirement Standard (see footnote 5) 

11 http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3235.0 
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Flexible work has accelerated the superannuation gap 

The problems caused by the superannuation gap have now been accelerated 
by a third element: the rapidly-evolving structure of the workforce. With 
superannuation’s advent, the shift towards flexible working positions — as 
embodied by part-time, casual, contract, or self-employed roles — was simply not 
considered. Australian companies have taken notice of their employees’ desires for 
flexible working arrangements, with a dramatic increase of new policies or 
strategies for worker flexibility (Figures 3 & 4). The downside to embracing flexibility 
in the workforce is that this has accelerated the effects of the superannuation gap 
on women’s futures.		

 

Figure 3: Flexible working policies 
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Figure 4: Employment Status 
 

	

 

There is a huge opportunity for more technologically-advanced superfunds 
that will be able to meet the changing demands of the customer. Flexible workers 
may not consistently earn enough from a single employer to be eligible for the SG; 
alternatively, contractors or entrepreneurs have no employer to pay into their 
superannuation. The foreseeable future is a future where the user’s retirement is 
dependent on their understanding of, engaging with, and being able to easily 
contribute to, their superannuation. More concerning is the fact that the workers 
most affected by the superannuation industry’s inability to evolve and adapt are 
women. 
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Women are the first domino to fall 

With the future moving towards less traditional working structures, women’s 
superannuation challenges are the first domino to fall, with the knock-on effects to 
be felt by the remainder of the workforce. The financial implications for government 
of supporting underfunded women in retirement will be great; this spend will then 
be further compounded by the increased welfare requirements of Australia’s ageing 
population (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: Budget 2016-2017 predictions for welfare spend 
 

 

Source: Welfare — what does it cost? 

 

In the most recent reform to superannuation12, the government has done 
little to solve the problems caused by flexible working. Lowering contribution caps, 
lowering the 3-year bring forward amount, and putting a $1.6 million cap on 
transfer balances, the Australian worker is unable to save more for their retirement. 
For a government wanting to spend less on the age pension, these recent changes 
contradict this position. 

 

                                                   
12 Australian Government, Making a fairer and more sustainable Superannuation System, 2016  
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The results of a healthy superannuation system speak for themselves. 
Without positive and progressive changes to the superannuation system to better 
engage members, it is predicted that the government could pay up to $37 billion in 
lost taxes due to low superannuation contribution and higher pension payouts.13 
Superannuation has also been shown to improve the national savings rate, which 
leads to higher employment growth and higher standards of living in Australia. 
Additionally, superannuation reduces reliance on foreign capital, meaning it will 
reduce the vulnerability of firms to foreign shocks, as well as reduce the risk 
premium foreign investor’s demand when investing or lending to Australian firms.14 

Many of the problems with flexible working affecting superannuation can be 
rectified, but not with current superannuation funds and their prehistoric take on 
new technology, nor with current legislation and policies surrounding 
superannuation. 

 

  

                                                   
13 http://www.smh.com.au/business/markets/superannuation-is-where-the-gender-pay-gap-really-stings-
20180213-p4z05l.html 

14 ASFA, Superannuation and the economy, 2015 
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What the government can do to help the crisis future 
workers face 

Whilst all future workers face their superannuation savings failing them at 
the point of retirement, it is women who are suffering today. Taking this into 
consideration, our solutions focus on helping women first, before expanding to 
cover men in the years after. 

i) Short-term solution — Housing Crisis Relief Fund 

The housing crisis faced by older women needs immediate attention, 
because some of Australia’s most vulnerable citizens are ending up on the streets. 
Similar to the Flood Levy authorised in 2011 to help victims of the Queensland and 
Victoria floods15, we propose the government sets up a Housing Crisis Relief Fund 
for women aged 55+ who are either already on the streets, or facing homelessness 
in the very near future. The money for the fund will be raised by both government, 
private sector, and tax payers, with a levy placed on high earners. The fund will save 
older women from the dangers they face living on the streets, help them with a 
stable address for the purposes of seeking part-time or flexible work, in addition to 
helping them maintain a sense of social wellbeing. 

The Flood Levy has shown that the Australian government is prepared to tax 
all of the population to help those impacted by adversity in just two of the nation’s 
states — why not take the same approach to help 51% of the population? 

ii) Longer-term solution — Superannuation Top-Up 

We recognise that women need to contribute 12% of their salary (if they have 
one) to avoid a superannuation gap16. However, this level of contribution is 
impossible for many women because of their types of work and the gender wage 
gap. We propose the government consider how they could plug that 2.5% 
differential (12% less 9.5%) from its coffers. It may be worth examining the 
investment objective of The Future Fund — a government-backed vehicle designed 
to provide for unfunded superannuation liabilities — and whether its remit could be 
expanded to include women. 

                                                   
15 http://www.smh.com.au/business/levy-to-pay-for-56b-flood-bill-20110127-1a64x.html  

16 https://www.superannuation.asn.au/media/media-releases/2017/media-release-17-july-2017 
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Conclusion  

The impact of the technological evolution on the future of work in Australia is 
both vast and full of opportunity, provided we can create new policies and products 
to create positive change. It is clear the future of Australian work and workers is 
moving towards ever-increasing flexibility, shaped by technology allowing workers 
to work from anywhere, at any time. Superannuation has to evolve to match this or 
Australia faces a crisis of welfare and underfunded retirements. Given that 
superannuation is not perceived as an immediate concern by members — until it is 
too late —  it is up to the government and superannuation funds to guide the 
consumer towards best practice.  
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About Human Super 
 

Human Super is aiming to educate and empower women, who not only 
embody flexible working but also require the most assistance with their 
superannuation, given their imminent underfunding crisis. We believe that by 
empowering women to minimise their superannuation gap through constant and 
regular microsavings, we can provide them with an improved financial future, and in 
turn impact the superannuation climate for all Australians in the future. We have 
seen the negative effects of flexible working on superannuation, and use technology 
to create tools that address each one of the scenarios listed above.  

Keep The Change 

This tool is designed to help our Australian workers contribute more and 
more often. It works in that the user can set a limit, e.g. top-up to the nearest $1 on 
every purchase, and the app will automatically work in the background, rounding 
their purchases up to the nearest $1 and making those contributions to their 
superannuation fund.   

Budgeting Tool 

This tool observes spending patterns, and uses Artificial Intelligence (AI) to 
highlight opportunities for extra contributions for users. Essentially, it will filter out 
the financial white noise we all face and help the user to identify where they can 
contribute additionally to their savings.  

Quick top-ups 

Once the user is educated on their superannuation and the benefits of 
compound interest, they are easily able to contribute whenever and wherever they 
want to. Key to success here is making it simple for the user to make contributions. 	

ESG Screening 

As part of catering to the changing needs of Aussie consumers, we are also 
committed to serving investments that are ethical. Sustainable investment 
portfolios do not invest in companies that produce coal, weapons and tobacco, or 
companies contributing to environmental damage.  
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