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ABSTRACT  
This article examines the historical exploitation of female labour in 
Australian department stores. These stores extracted significant 
value through gendered, aesthetic, and emotional labour. Female 
employees were systematically underpaid in relation to male 
workers. They were expected to maintain appropriate and 
prescribed appearances, provide personalised customer service, 
and possess detailed product knowledge. Retailers worked hard 
to constrain wage growth: during progress towards equal pay 
legislation from the 1950s onwards, they deployed a range of 
strategies to minimise costs, including job reclassification and 
casualisation. This coincided with increasing feminisation of the 
workforce. The emergence of discount department stores 
employing labour-efficient, self-service models in the 1970s, 
further disrupted traditional department stores that relied on 
intensive customer service. By the 1990s, casualisation and part- 
time work had transformed the sector. The story of department 
stores has often been narrated in terms of male entrepreneurial 
drive and will. The business model, however, was fundamentally 
dependent on cheap, highly skilled female labour.

Rachel Menken (Owner, Menken’s Department Store): ‘Why do I hire young girls?’
Don Draper: ‘Because they cost practically nothing.’1

Introduction

In a message to shareholders in 1976, Myer department store Group Managing Director, 
Kenneth Steele, reported on a recent tour of retailing in the United States. He declared 
that ‘the department stores gave a feeling of impersonality. Staff were hard to find, and 
when you did [find them],’ he wrote, ‘they seemed too busy with other things to take 
care of the customers.’2 Steele was focused on the present, but his statement foretold 
changes in the service cultures of Australian department stores that were already 
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underway. He urged his shop-floor staff to reinvest in his firm’s slogan – ‘For value and 
friendly service’ – by finding ways to make customers feel welcome. At the time, Myer, 
like all Australian department stores was experiencing disruption from new forms of 
competition and wage inflation after dominating retail geographies for almost a century.

This article traces a history of female employment in Australian department stores. In 
doing so, it contributes to a burgeoning literature on the country’s retail history. This scho
larship builds on work begun in the 1990s that explored gendered, urban and cultural 
dimensions of Australian retail and shopping history.3 More recently there has been a 
growing body of work on shopping centres, department stores, discount houses, 
arcades, Chinese shopkeepers and immigrant entrepreneurs.4 This article extends such 
research by examining department store’s reliance on under-priced female labour 
throughout the twentieth century. This provided a foundation for labour-intensive 
business models that by the 1970s had become too costly for Steele and other retail man
agers like him to maintain. Across the twentieth century, retail firms consistently fought 
against increases in pay for employees, including opposing the development of equal 
pay. When equal pay was legislated, labour management strategies were deployed to 
reduce costs. These practices intensified in response to price competition by discount 
chains that applied labour-efficient business models to sell department store goods, funda
mentally disrupting the industry. From this point on, casualisation and precarity became 
defining features of retail employment. In department stores, these strategies to cheapen 
labour were accompanied by the increasing feminisation of shop floor workforces.

Across this time frame, retail firms extracted significant value from female staff 
through gendered, aesthetic and emotional labour. Aesthetic labour is a form of disci
plining within organisations, requiring staff to ‘look and sound right’.5 It involves 
employers actively drawing on the embodied attributes of employees, and mobilising, 
developing and commodifying these for competitive advantage.6 It has been a consistent 
feature of retail organisations internationally, particularly in stores where status and taste 
have been leveraged for market positioning.7 Retailers have also proved adept at extract
ing significant emotional labour from employees. This term was coined by Hochschild in 
1983 to describe how service sector employees ‘worked on people’ rather than things.8

She defined emotional labour as work that ‘requires one to induce or suppress feelings 
in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in 
others’.9 For department stores, this meant inducing in customers a desire to consume 
goods and to mediate the emotional dynamics of exchange and purchase within 
stores. Retail managers and business owners were acutely conscious of the value of aes
thetic and emotional labour, working consistently to normalise its performance within 
the culture and logics of department store work and training.

Female labour in department stores

Throughout the twentieth century, women working in retail were paid less than men. 
The right to maintain this imbalance was fiercely defended by retailers and their repre
sentative organisations. The extent of the pay gap varied over time and by employee’s age 
and rank, as well as between states, urban and regional areas, types of shops, individual 
firms, and even within single stores.10 But it was a pervasive feature of Australian indus
trial relations generally and retail employment specifically. In 1919, the basic award wage 
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for female workers in all occupations was set at 54 percent of the male wage.11 This 
created a legal discriminatory framework that continued previous formal and informal 
practices of underpaying women.12 The disparity in wage rates was justified by an ideal
ised social structure of heterosexual, nuclear families, in which male breadwinners sup
ported female ‘dependants’ and their children.13 The legislation directly benefited 
department stores, which operated labour-intensive business models and employed a 
large proportion of women on their staff. When the notion of equal pay was suggested 
by female activists as early as 1905, it drew little support, even from women.14 It was 
also strongly opposed by retailers and their representative organisations. But it raised 
the issue, early, of the value of work being undertaken by women in businesses that 
had some of the largest workforces and most prominent buildings in Australia’s 
central business districts – not to mention the myriad smaller department stores situated 
in suburban and regional high streets.

The majority of female labour was deployed on the lower rungs of the employment 
hierarchy, although there were many examples of women managing departments in 
areas of women’s fashions and accessories, and working as buyers of these same products 
categories. Beyond this, however, opportunities were limited because Australian firms, 
generally, did not consider women to be executive material. As Catherine Bishop has 
shown, this even became the case for businesses such as Anthony Hordern & Sons 
and Farmer & Co., two of Sydney’s largest department stores, that had been founded 
by women. Male family members became the public faces of these enterprises, filled 
their executive ranks with other men, and erased the names of female founders.15 On 
the shop floor, however, women were everywhere. The preponderance of female shop
pers and staff led early retail historians to describe department stores as ‘women’s stores’, 
and at least one retailer to describe their store as an ‘Adamless Eden’.16 In Australia, 
female employment grew strongly during the rapid scaling of department store firms 
in the first quarter of the twentieth century when they became some of the largest 
employers in the nation. The quality of customer service defined the reputation of 
both small and large firms.17 The cost of providing this service was closely monitored, 
tightly supervised and belligerently protected by, mostly, male executives.

Female labour was cheaper than men’s and women contributed gendered knowledge 
as well as aesthetic and emotional labour that was critical to the service cultures of 
stores. In part this was because retailers knew that the vast majority of their customers 
were women.18 According to one industry commentator, women did most household 
shopping because ‘the average man … [was] very susceptible to the opinions of his 
women-folk’, who also – because they were the ones who always shopped – had far 
more expertise in selecting suitable items. This commentator also suggested that, at 
least in terms of buying small everyday items, men might have been ‘too lazy to do 
it for themselves.’19 Because women did the domestic labour of shopping, and 
female staff were assumed to have a natural understanding, shared experience and 
insight into other women’s needs and wants, they were highly useful employees.20

One estimate in the mid-1920s suggested that women comprised the vast majority of 
department store workers, out numbering men four to one.21 Variations between 
stores and locations make accurate figures difficult to determine, but there is no 
doubt that female labour had become fundamental to the business operations of 
most department stores.
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Shop work was physically demanding. In 1928, writer and activist, Mary Gilmore, 
wrote in the Australian Worker that: 

Half the women who marry today have been shop girls who have done so much standing 
that the leg veins become distended and weakened. When they come to have children the 
weakness and distention are made permanent so that every step extra that they have to 
take in a day adds to their trouble. Multiply those extra steps by fifty-two weeks and the 
weeks by years, and as each year passes and each baby comes there is more and more 
suffering, more and more weakness to be endured.22

Retailers, too, saw the pathway from shop to marriage as a problem, although for 
different reasons. A male representative of the NSW Retail Traders’ Association 
claimed in 1936 that ‘women earn their living only as long as they have to, and they 
all look forward to being married … [moreover] girls who, by their intelligence, give 
the most promise of becoming valuable workers are the very ones to leave their jobs 
to be married.’23 In this world view, there was a natural overlap of skills required for 
domestic and customer service roles: those women most suited to the latter were also 
most suited to, and likely to take up, the former. In the mid-1920s, Sylvia Stafford 
Walker, who worked for Farmer & Co., declared that, in fact, experience working in a 
store produced a better type of housewife – a woman who found her new regime of 
housework ‘enthralling’, had developed tact, insight and efficiency in the store environ
ment, and could empathise with her ‘brain-weary’ husband’s challenges at work. Her 
reflections won Sylvia first prize in the 1924 City [Retail] Houses Essay Competition, 
reflecting their alignment with an industry view that women had a natural affinity for 
emotional labour that department stores could develop and hone.24

Cultural associations linking gender to certain types of goods became embedded in 
legislation in the late-1930s. In 1937 an inquiry, undertaken by the Industrial Commis
sion of N.S.W. in response to union agitation, identified ‘male’ and ‘female’ departments 
based on the types of goods being sold.25 ‘Male departments’ included groceries, hard
ware, menswear, men’s footwear, furniture, carpets and sporting goods. Some of these 
departments sold expensive goods on which commission was earned, further skewing 
the remuneration between male and female sales staff.26 Women’s departments were 
those in which customers were almost exclusively female and where there were cultural 
expectations about female expertise that could be linked in practical or imaginative ways 
to domestic roles. These departments included women’s shoes and clothing, children’s 
wear, babywear, baby furniture, perfumery, haberdashery, handbags, toys and jewel
lery.27 In addition to making a cultural demarcation, the legislation was an attempt to 
re-masculinise department store workforces, limit the exploitation of ‘cheap [female] 
labour’, and increase the proportion of adult males employed in big retail stores.28 A 
by-product of the legislation when it was introduced in 1938, was that women were 
granted equal pay if they worked in male departments.

Retailers predicted that the legislation would produce a decline in female employ
ment.29 While it did increase male employment, very few women lost their jobs. 
However, only a small proportion received an actual pay rise. Carol O’Donnell argues 
that there was a constant battle between the union and retailers over the refusal to pay 
eligible women the male hourly rate.30 Many women were shifted into departments 
where the female rate was paid. Elsewhere firms used creative methods of job 
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classification to avoid paying the higher rate. This continued during the Second World 
War. Many women working in male-designated departments due to labour shortages 
continued to be paid at female rates or less than the male rate.31 In 1940, the male pre
sident of the Employer’s Federation declared that ‘as a general rule, men are more valu
able to the employer than women … usually women are employed only because their 
wages are lower.’ While this was cast as an insult, it also indicated the big stores’ depen
dence on cheap female labour: department store executives at the time declared that 
equal pay for women would be ‘quite unworkable’ in their enterprises.32

The gendering of certain goods kept open the space for some women to develop 
careers in women’s ‘natural sphere’, buying fashion.33 Their roles could include inter
national travel to acquire merchandise for the large city stores. Carrie Simmons 
‘Cissie’ Lowry, who bought high fashion hats for David Jones, served the company for 
56 years before retiring in 1963.34 Muriel Bethune started working for Cox Brother’s 
small Adelaide department store in 1925 before moving to Melbourne in 1933 as the 
firm’s fashion controller. She travelled nationally and internationally for 20 years in 
that role.35 Sheila Scotter joined Myer as a fashion buyer in 1949, before moving to 
Georges department store a few years later as a buyer of high fashion and accessories.36

These women, and others like them, pursued interesting and rewarding careers. 
However, in many cases they were also probably paid less than their male counterparts 
and were celebrated as exceptions in male dominated working worlds. Photos show 
Cissie Lowry as the only woman in rooms of men, or alongside a male business associate 
laughing uproariously at a remark he just made.37 Celebrated as David Jones’ ‘wonderful 
girl’, she joked on her retirement that she was leaving her heart behind and half-regretted 
her decision. The male Personnel Manager quipped back, ‘Don’t worry – we can always 
find you a job as a casual, at Brookvale’ suburban branch store.38 This did not reflect a 
low regard for Lowry within David Jones – she was acknowledged by store leaders as 
an exceptionally valuable employee and culture setter who set professional standards 
for the firm.39 But to those reporting on the event, the joke worked because it indicated 
a more recognisable career path for a female department store employee, which stood in 
sharp contrast to the glamour and exceptionality of Lowry’s.

As the big city department stores grew in size and scope, it became necessary to 
implement training systems to manage employees and extract as much value from 
their labour as possible. When these shops were first established, often as small 
drapery businesses, management was direct, daily and personal. Scale and technology 
produced mass-selling systems, introduced specialisation of employee functions, led to 
the adoption of metrics for measuring performance, and resulted in customer complaints 
about impersonal service. Multi-storied department stores employing thousands of 
workers thus required bureaucratic management systems to ensure that staff could rep
resent and reproduce the store’s brand and reputation.40 Sophie Loy-Wilson has shown 
that prescriptive training regimes disciplined the big stores’ feminised work forces to 
appear sincere and personable to the multitude of customers they served daily.41

Department store managers viewed religious virtues of honesty, prudence, com
passion, and sincerity as a means of appeasing customers, humanising social relations, 
and offsetting the disenchantment of modern commercial life in an era of mass distri
bution.42 In this performative aesthetic, sales staff were expected to not only hold 
these values but to represent and display them to customers; a prescribed outward 
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countenance indicating a willingness to accommodate and serve. One 1930s training 
manual, for example, suggested that female staff members should ‘be schooled in the 
art of smiling and smiling sincerely.’ Managers were told that ‘the sincere smile is 
more than half your battle and if you can convince the new staff member that she will 
use it every day because her job is pleasant, then you have done well.’43 Sales staff 
were thus required to develop internal emotional discipline so that they could present 
a sunny disposition to customers during the act of exchange.

Training regimes from the 1930s to the 1950s inculcated employees in the manner
isms, sales techniques and etiquette likely to increase sales and positively represent the 
brand of the store. Training also schooled employees in detailed product knowledge 
and a full understanding of the store’s operations and layout.44 Sales staff were reminded 
that the value of a product depended upon knowledge of its uses. Communicating this 
knowledge effectively increased the value of that item to shoppers. Training manuals 
from the time also suggest a spread in invisible, unpaid work. In 1953, for example, 
sales trainer Gladys Rippingale advised staff to ‘read carefully every advertisement 
inserted in the newspapers by your firm’. Further, the advertisements of competitors 
should be studied just as carefully so one could persuasively answer customer queries 
about comparative value when making a sale.45 A single store could advertise in 
several papers and magazines each week, making this preparatory labour impossible to 
complete whilst engaged in customer service during paid working hours.

Extensive training rarely led to executive roles for women. The masculine norm in 
management was assumed and unquestioned.46 An article promoting management train
ing in 1957 asked executives ‘how many of you can say that your company has now a man 
equal to taking the top executive post? … The most important relationship in any 
business relationship is between a man and his immediate manager.’47 Internal manage
ment documents referred to their readers as ‘gentlemen.’48 Training booklets assumed 
staff supervisors and department heads were male, even though many women held 
roles at this level.49 Those who did took many years to rise to supervisory roles. Miss 
L. Booth, who obtained a sales job in Grace Bros. in 1911 worked for the company for 
42 years. It took 26 years to be promoted to Senior Saleswoman and a further 12 years 
before she took on the role of Shopwalker. She combined this last role with the first 
aid duties and care role of Staff Matron.50 Administrative staff experienced similarly 
short climbs over long time periods. Alyce Holloway began work in Grace Bros. customer 
inquiry office in 1898. After several years she was appointed to manage the office, a role 
she kept for the remainder of her 45 years of service. A later obituary noted that she could 
‘always be relied upon to give a helping hand on every occasion’, contributing her own 
time to organise company events and charitable drives.51

Controlling appearances and behaviour

In Australian department stores, female employees’ clothing, appearance, demeanour, 
personalities and behaviour were monitored, recorded and used to assess potential and 
actual performance. Loy-Wilson has noted the importance that male department store 
managers placed on the appearance and behaviours of female staff in the inter-war 
period. They were expected to be charming to customers, defer to male authority and 
adopt ‘middle-class values of respectability.’52 Reekie notes the importance of appearing 
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‘ladylike … attractive and refined’.53 Similar expectations continued after the war. Train
ing guides included sub-sections such as: ‘Your bearing as a store representative’. These 
highlighted the importance of correct speech, dress, behaviour, manners and deport
ment, and encouraged staff to internalise store discipline through self-regulation.54 Bro
chures reinforcing these values and dress codes were regularly distributed to staff. These 
specifically defined the required colour, fabric and style of clothing. Black was the most 
common colour for sales staff, sometimes complimented with a white blouse, cuffs or 
collars. Bright colours were generally frowned upon. Some neat and tasteful jewellery 
‘in good taste’ was usually permitted, although this varied across time and place. In 
the 1930s, for example, David Jones did not permit employees to wear earrings, brooches 
or anything other than pearl necklaces. Later in the century, rules about jewellery became 
less prescriptive. Many stores offered staff discounts that could be used to purchase 
appropriate clothing and accessories from within the store.55

Dressing correctly was one part of presenting well, but physical attractiveness was also 
considered important. An industry commentator suggested in 1940 that ‘a gentle grace, a 
happy and sincere smile, exposing clean white teeth, dignity in dress and hair arrange
ment or intelligent fashion are the primary requisites for the good salesperson’.56 This 
appears to have been a widely held view, because department store managers assessed 
and recorded their staff’s physical attributes in company files. These files included com
mentary about female employee’s appearance and personality, explicitly linking these to 
their aptitude and capabilities.57 Handwritten Myer staff cards, for example, note that 
Miss Walker who worked in the cafeteria was ‘attractive, well-dressed, artistic’. Miss 
Wellings was ‘critical of people and methods’. Miss Whaite in Frocks and Dresses was 
‘v. pleasant, not too snappily dressed, and welcoming’. Miss Loxon in Sportswear was 
‘attractive, alert, keen’ and looked ‘smart and efficient’. Other women were variously 
described as attractive, pleasant, petite, slight, dollish, ordinary, plump, plumpish, 
round faced, homely, lacquered, young, youngish, fair, pleasing, and unbent.58

Melbourne’s Ball & Welch formalised the recording of employee appearances in some 
of its staff record cards, which contained typed headings with space to record data such 
as: Build, Height, Glasses, Eyes, Mouth, Nose, General Appearance, Skin, Teeth, Hair. 
Mary Pincott who worked in Hosiery in the Melbourne store was 5’6’ and had brown 
hair, which she wore in curls to her shoulders. She had an ‘oval face, broad cheek 
bones [and a] wide mouth, [that was] well shaped.’ Eugenie Platt, a university student 
who took on a Christmas job with the firm was lightly freckled, with a round face and 
a mole on her left chin. She had unplucked eyebrows, brown eyes, wide nostrils and 
‘full thick lips’.59 Some stores provided make up training for their female sales staff ‘to 
avoid the effects of over enthusiastic application.’60 Female staff were sometimes asked 
to model clothes and even put on fashion parades.61

While male employees were also policed on dress codes and behaviour, they were 
much less likely to have information about their physical appearance recorded in 
company files – although Mr Wallace, a Myer ticket writer, was described as a 
‘glamour boy’ and Mr Wells had a moustache and a lisp. Mr Wyatt in hardware was a 
‘rough diamond’. Mr Temby was ambitious and wanted to run his own department. A 
few select women were indicated as being on a ‘man’s salary’. Comments against their 
names such as ‘self-assured’ and ‘equable’ indicate the attributes valued by male retail 
executives. We do not know how these executives discussed female staff privately, but 
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their public commentary occasionally descended into voyeuristic fantasy. In 1964, Amer
ican Peter Glen, who had been working in Australian fashion retailing for two years, 
lamented the lack of imagination in promotions. ‘Someday,’ he said, ‘somebody will 
devise a … shop that will sell only things for women at Christmas and only men will 
be allowed to shop there. The salesgirls will serve Scotch and cigars, and they will 
wear negligees.’62 Glen’s commentary provides a window into the imaginative world 
of retail management at the time, and its blindness to gendered inequities and the vul
nerability of female staff.

Working as a ‘sales girl’ was a demanding role that involved internalising the disciplin
ing requirements of the firm with constant attentiveness to customers. This, again, 
included significant emotional labour. One job description of the ‘sales girl’ role in 
1955, for example, noted that: ‘Throughout the whole day the girls are constantly 
approaching customers, offering help and pointing out the highlights of the merchandise 
the customer is inspecting.’63 Female shop assistants were expected to align their selling 
approach to current promotions, wrap and package goods, unobtrusively observe any 
potential shoplifters, identify types of shoppers and their needs and habits, employ 
initiative in upselling, avoid wasting time on customers unlikely to make a purchase 
while still leveraging any opportunity to sell to them, accommodate obnoxious custo
mers, mediate disputes between arguing customers, express themselves ‘without being 
talkative’, be interested in their merchandise, develop a taste and appraisal of fashions, 
know their store’s history, understand its policies, navigate its systems, complete 
lengthy manual paperwork accurately and efficiently when recording sales, and maintain 
an awareness of stock balances, all while exhibiting poise and confidence. Before juniors 
were engaged in such work, they were required to undertake lengthy periods of menial 
duties concerned with the care and control of stock, such as dusting and cleaning.64

Suggesting continual industriousness without the possibility of significant advance
ment, a writer for the Retail Merchandiser declared in 1955 that ‘a person desiring a con
stant job without responsibility and yet renewing interest daily will find what she wants in 
retailing.’ They suggested that: 

‘Little girls love playing ‘houses’ and ‘shops’, and the sales assistant is one worker well known 
to children as they grow up. When they reach the end of their school life … many young 
people retain their interest in shops, and, with their parents, decide which store offers the 
scope which appeals to them individually. They can work … with an infinite variety of mer
chandise, though girls, almost naturally, move towards fashion and fancy merchandise 
[where work was paid at the lower female rate].’65

Such narratives invariably depicted or imagined Anglo-Australian employees. In doing 
so, they overlooked the growing multi-culturalism of department store workforces. 
The extent of this shift is difficult to quantify, but by the 1950s there are numerous 
examples of immigrants working in the bigger city stores that reflected an industry- 
wide change as post-war immigration began re-shaping Australian economic, social 
and cultural life. Marina Josipovic worked in her parents store in Belgrade before immi
grating to Melbourne around 1951. Known to fellow Myer staff members as ‘Mrs Joss’ 
she worked in sales but also helped translate queries from shoppers from non-English 
speaking backgrounds.66 Her colleagues included Mrs Liesis from Lithuania, Miss Grei
chen from Germany, Dora Levas from Greece, Ferdie Giagnocova from Italy, and Marion 
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Kozak from Hungary. Staff newsletters celebrated these ‘new Australians’ as ‘dinkum 
Aussies’ and included snippets of their stories in staff newsletters. Some worked in 
back-end roles while they improved their English in the hope of moving into sales pos
itions. Like many other staff, articles about their job invariably included commentary on 
their attractiveness and physical appearance.67 All were also white Europeans, indicating 
some of the racial boundaries of Australian multiculturalism at the time, and the interests 
of the department stores in presenting a particular brand of white feminine 
respectability.68

Department store responses to equal pay

The complexities and skills of department store sales work began to be dismantled as the 
cost of providing it increased. In the 1950s, women continued to experience ‘legally sanc
tioned discrimination’ through workforce segregation and lower pay, but over the next 
quarter of a century the wage gap for sales staff began to slowly close.69 This happened 
at the same time as women’s participation in the paid work force increased enormously, 
including as retail sales staff which continued to be a concentrated area of female employ
ment.70 In 1954, just 29% of women between the ages of 15 and 64 were employed in the 
Australian workforce, comprising less than a quarter of working Australians. By 1978, 
46% of all women in that age bracket were employed in paid work, equating to 35% of 
all workers. The growing proportion of women staying in the workforce after marriage 
was one of the major features of this development.71 In 1949–50, the National Wage Case 
increased the basic female award wage to 75 per cent of the male rate for all occu
pations.72 This flowed through to state-based awards, including for retailing. The 
release of the Equal Remuneration Convention by the United Nations International 
Labour Organization in 1951, generated further public pressure for progress on equal 
pay during the decade. The States responded to this before the Federal government, 
beginning with New South Wales in 1958. Queensland followed in 1964, then Tasmania 
(1966 for public servants), South Australia (1967), and Western Australia (1968).73

When the N.S.W. Labor Government placed equal pay on its agenda in 1958, retail 
industry commentators argued that because of the feminisation of the workforce, and 
the reliance on customer-facing staff, their industry would be impacted more heavily 
than any other.74 The Retail Traders’ Association (RTA) lambasted the government’s 
policy direction, claiming it would ‘impose an additional burden on N.S.W. industry.’75

The RTA declared all Labor Governments ‘notoriously bad economists’ and claimed that 
the proposed ‘vote catcher’ legislation that provided a ‘hand out to females’ would drive 
up inflation.76 The Australian Council of Retailers issued a statement saying it was 
‘seriously disturbed by proposals made for the introduction of equal pay for the sexes.’ 
It argued that the decision was being made for political ends, and adoption of them 
would immediately result in higher prices for goods and services. Further, wages rises 
were likely to flow through to other states, which would harm the national economy 
and increase unemployment.77 The government proved willing to listen to their argu
ments about the ‘inherent dangers’ of the legislation.78 When the Industrial Arbitration 
(Female Rates) Amendment Act was passed in December 1958, the female basic wage 
remained at 75 percent of the male wage, although some fixed deductions on this rate 
were removed.79
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The Act, however, did include a concept of equal pay for equal work. According to the 
secretary of the N.S.W. Trades and Labour Council, Mr J. D. Kenny, this reflected the fact 
that women were ‘weary of being a source of cheap labour in the community.’80 The 
Chairman of the Australian Council of Retailers, however, reassured (male) retail execu
tives that: ‘“equal pay for equal work” is a very different proposition to “equal pay for the 
sexes” [and] legislation … providing for equal pay for equal work has been the result of a 
great many decisions, very few of which had awarded equal pay in fact.’81 The assessment 
of what constituted ‘equal work’ included the condition that the work was ‘of the same or 
a like nature.’ This meant that when making a determination the Industrial Commission 
had to examine the complexities of a wide range of working practices, outputs, roles and 
conditions, and if those showed variations between what men and women did then the 
work could be paid differently.82 In department stores, gender remained attached to 
certain goods as well as to cultural understandings of service roles, meaning that most 
female shop assistants still earned less than their male counterparts.83 Again, practices 
of ‘careful classification’ were deployed to maintain the lower female rate. Retail organ
isations openly reported on this approach, emphasising the imperative of sharing knowl
edge to mitigate industry-wide wage increases.84 During the 1960s, then, department 
stores continued to benefit from under-priced female labour, although to a lesser 
degree and with more labour management required than previously.

The momentum towards equal pay culminated in two decisions by the Common
wealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission in 1969 and 1972. In 1969, the Com
mission adapted various State principles of equal pay for equal work for a national 
benchmark, although this did not apply if the work was usually performed by females, 
even if men were also employed in those roles. And it only applied if women were 
doing the same work as men and were likely to displace them. This meant that few 
women actually benefited from the decision:85 unions and women’s organisations 
claimed that only 18% of the female workforce had seen an increase in wages as a 
result of the 1969 legislation, leading the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission to 
redefine the concept of equal pay to mean ‘equal pay for work of equal value’ in 
1972.86 This was, again, open to interpretation and implemented on an ad hoc basis 
through applications by individual unions on behalf of their members. In department 
stores, this was still conditioned by the gendering of products.87 However in 1973, 
such distinctions were abolished with an agreement to eliminate the difference 
between the male and female basic wage in retailing. Parity was achieved across three 
instalments beginning in September 1973.88 This occurred in conjunction with signifi
cant overall wage inflation, greatly increasing the cost of customer service in stores.89

In addition to the increases in basic wages and a general upward wage spiral, the 1970s 
also saw the introduction of more penalty rates in the retail industry for work outside of 
standard business days. Weekend work had always been a part of retailing. For much of 
the twentieth century these shifts were paid at the regular rate of pay. Attempts to intro
duce the ‘heavy burden’ of weekend penalty rates was strongly opposed by retailers, 
although, again, incremental change on this began in the 1950s.90 In 1971, the union 
struck an agreement with the six largest retailers for a closed shop arrangement in 
which it obtained sole representation for all union members employed in those firms. 
This required concessions from retailers, but it also kept more militant unions out of 
their businesses. One of the concessions was the granting of the five-day week in 1971/ 
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72, which meant that weekend work attracted penalty rates.91 The effect of this, in turn, was 
magnified by the de-regulation of trading hours which were extended unevenly at a state 
level during the 1980s and 1990s, producing further labour costs to stores.

Rationalising retail labour

Increases in labour costs coincided with significant industry disruption in the form of a 
new selling format: large-scale discount stores, which brought intense price competition 
to the sector in the 1970s. These stores had emerged and expanded rapidly in the United 
States in the 1950s. They applied the self-service logics of supermarkets to the sale of 
department store merchandise. Discount Department Stores (DDSs) were the most 
refined version of this model. Like supermarkets, DDSs operated on a low-margin, 
high-turnover model in a highly rationalised format. Customers selected their own 
goods using trolleys in single-floor stores that had wide aisles, banks of cash registers, 
and minimal sales staff.92 In 1957, commentators in the United States suggested that 
having gained entry to the market through low prices, discounters would be forced to 
offer full customer service in order to stay in business.93 This proved untrue, with custo
mers adopting new shopping practices in return for the lower prices. By 1965, DDSs had 
surpassed the total annual sales of traditional department stores in the United States.94

The customer service skills required in this retail environment were very different 
from those of traditional department stores. Service was far more transactional: 
contact with customers was concentrated at the point of payment rather than during 
the selection of goods, which had traditionally involved improvised discourse about pro
ducts.95 Staff were no longer employed to ‘engage, entice and advise customers in person
alised and thus inherently varied ways.’96 Tasks were routinised. Efficiency was 
paramount. And while friendliness was expected, selling techniques declined as a form 
of human capital. ‘Salesmanship’, which had been the subject of such intense concern 
and investment for most of the twentieth century had little place in the DDS selling 
model. Product knowledge became increasingly unnecessary as it was outsourced to mar
keting and advertising. Deskilling was further accelerated by the introduction of new 
technologies such as bar-code scanning.97 In a Coles company presentation in 1969, 
L. R. Robinson summed up the ‘new concept of selling,’ arguing that lower capital invest
ment, ‘better’ wage structures, more advertising, higher unit sales, constrained product 
ranges, and single floor stores allowed for lower prices, attracted more customers, 
reduced labour costs and produced ‘more profit’.98 The shoppers to whom labour had 
been passed via self-service were predominantly female as were the check-out operators 
to whom they brought the goods they had selected for purchase.99

Australian retailers were well aware of the impact of DDSs on traditional department 
stores in the United States. A retail trade presentation in N.S.W. in 1961, noted that in the 
five years previous, 5,000 established department stores had been driven out of business 
in the United States, largely as a result of competition from DDSs. The presenter told the 
almost 100 men and less than five women present that ‘in Australia if we are to combat 
this type of [discount] operation we must start now to lower our selling costs.’100 Aus
tralia’s three largest retailers also began planning the development of their own discount 
chains. Kmart (1969), was a joint venture between the Australian Coles supermarket firm 
and S.S. Kresge, which operated Kmart stores in the United States. Target (1970) was 
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introduced by Myer, which chose to cannibalise its own department stores sales rather 
than lose those sales to a competitor. The Woolworths supermarket chain followed 
these with Big W (1976). Their scale allowed these firms to quickly develop national 
store networks. By the late-1970s, DDSs were the fastest growing segment of Australian 
retailing.101 In 1985, just 16 years after the first DDS was built in Australia, the Kmart, 
Target, and Big W chains comprised, respectively 103, 71, and 41 stores.

The timing of DDS development in Australia meant that a labour-efficient retail form 
was introduced in direct competition with labour-intensive department stores when 
wages were rising steeply. In addition to this, the general economic climate of high 
inflation and rising unemployment dampened consumer spending and amplified price 
competition between retailers. This all incentivised rationalisation in traditional depart
ment stores.102 Retail executives were advised to respond with ‘drastic and constructive 
action’ to ‘develop a more modern and progressive form of trading’.103 This meant learn
ing from the DDS selling model, which showed that the ‘alarming’ rise in costs resulting 
from equal pay legislation and the broader wage spiral could be offset by operational 
restructuring and labour management strategies.104 As early as 1974, Philip Luker, the 
editor of prominent industry journal, Inside Retailing, argued that self-service would 
spread throughout the retail industry.105 His observation echoed Mary Gilmore’s 
insight more than fifty years earlier in her writings for the Australian Worker. Assessing 
the impact of the new ‘pick and carry’ stores which initiated the evolution of self-service, 
she wrote: 

[With] no hands beyond the pay clerk and the checker at the turnstile … thousands of 
pounds of stuff may be sold in a day … If these multiply, what of the wage earners? If 
they multiply in great numbers all the other shops will have to come into line … These 
stores are simply enlarged chocolate machines. How … to compete with all these? … At 
what cost?106

Managers of traditional department stores argued that the way to compete with the 
machine-like DDS format was for sales staff to ‘make a real effort’. Staff were urged ‘to 
recapture some of the old-fashioned virtues of courtesy and service,’ and reminded of 
‘the importance of the personal attitude and contribution of each’. Male executives in 
contrast were singled out as exemplars of ‘hard work’.107 The rhetorical allocation of 
responsibility for customer satisfaction failed to alter shifts underway in shopping pat
terns. As early as 1979, customers were said to be shopping on ‘value’ rather than 
‘quality’. Value was a general term that suggested a trade-off between relative quality 
and price. This meant that the cheaper products sold in DDSs could be of inferior 
quality but still be ‘good enough’ to satisfy customers. Customers also quickly adapted 
to the transactional trade-off of less customer service in return for lower prices. More
over, some claimed that after a decade of ‘constructive’ action on labour costs, the 
service in traditional department stores was no longer any better than the discounters 
anyway.108

Table 1 demonstrates the impact of labour management strategies that lay behind such 
customer assessments. It shows how employment in the department store sector was 
restructured between the 1960s to the 1990s.109 In the 1970s, traditional department 
stores began retrenching staff, employing more juniors, increasing casualisation and 
introducing elements of self-service.110 Table 1 shows a clear rise in casualisation and 
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part-time work between 1962 and 1992. These two employment modes were aggregated 
as a single ‘other’ category in available data sets, although industry commentary suggests 
that casual employment was the more common of the two. Non-full-time work was com
paratively rare in 1962, comprising just 6 percent of department store jobs. By the early- 
1990s, it had become the predominant mode of employment with more than two-thirds 
of workers engaged on a part-time or casual basis. These modes of employment increased 
precarity and limited career opportunities for staff engaged in retail sales work.111

Industry concentration accompanied labour rationalisation strategies and the femin
isation of the workforce.112 The decline in total department store employment from the 
mid-1980s, occurred despite the ongoing proliferation of DDSs, because they forced the 
closure of many small, labour-intensive high street department stores in suburban areas 
and country towns. Between 1985 and 1995, K mart alone added 60 new stores nationally 
to bring its total store numbers to 163.113 Store closures and acquisitions placed more 
retail floor space within fewer hands, increasing the market share of a small number 
of companies. These were headed by Myer, Coles and Woolworths – the three firms oper
ating the discount stores that were re-shaping industry employment patterns and shop
ping cultures. When Coles then acquired Myer in 1985, it became one of the largest retail 
firms in the world, employing 130,000 people in 1,368 stores. It owned two of the three 
largest department store chains, Grace Bros. and Myer, and the two biggest discount 
department store chains, K mart and Target.114

Between 1962 and 1992, women were far more likely than men to be employed in part- 
time or casual work in department stores.115 And as these forms of employment became 
more common, department stores became more reliant on women’s labour. By 1992, 
women accounted for 76 percent of department store employment. This gender imbal
ance was even more pronounced on the shop floor. And where women were employed as 
branch or section managers they were not always paid at the full rate for the job. Again, 
firms could classify jobs in terms that perpetuated under-payment. One union report in 
1976 noted that female branch managers who had not been ‘confirmed’ in their position 
were being underpaid. This meant lower wages as well as missing out on benefits received 
by other managers such as company cars, company shares, additional annual leave, 
access to home loans and invitations to managers’ functions.116

More women did make their way into management, although significant obstacles to 
advancement remained unaddressed for decades. There were too few female role models 
in senior management, women lacked access to ‘old boy’ networks, were likely to under
take the majority of domestic labour and child-care work in their households, and were 

Table 1. Australian Department Store Employment: 1962–1992.
1962 1979/80 1985/86 1991/92

Employees % Employees % Employees % Employees %

Full Time - Male 24192 43% 21270 38% 16010 34% 8276 29%
Full Time - Female 31975 57% 35161 62% 30432 66% 20226 71%
Full Time - Total 56167 94% 56431 61% 46442 48% 28502 33%
Other - Male 453 12% 6922 19% 9226 19% 12676 22%
Other - Female 3288 88% 28604 81% 40248 81% 45398 78%
Other - Total 3741 6% 35526 39% 49474 52% 58074 67%
Total - Men 24645 41% 28192 31% 25236 26% 20952 24%
Total - Women 35263 59% 63765 69% 70680 74% 65624 76%
TOTAL 59908 91957 95916 86576
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seen as a risk by male executives charged with hiring. Men in senior positions were encul
turated to traditional breadwinner social models, often didn’t view women as ‘pro
motional material’, and didn’t have to balance domestic roles with their careers. 
Organisations didn’t provide child-care facilities or flexible working arrangements.117

Some female managers claimed that it was impossible for women to have children as 
well as a retail management career.118 In 1980, Jacqueline Huie, a Governor of the 
Law Foundation of N.S.W., suggested that women seeking management positions 
could avoid male fragility by adopting ‘the role of mother/leader … [in] a maternal lea
dership role’ to keep ‘awkwardness to a minimum.’ This would mean ‘more compassion 
shown and less bullying; more persuasion and less ordering and probably less pomposity 
and more informality.’ This approach, Huie argued, enable people in the corporation to 
relate to female managers instead of ‘thinking of you as a bit spooky.’119

Strategies such as Huie’s as well as more progressive approaches by department stores 
brought incremental increases in the number of women in management positions during 
the 1980s and 1990s. However, even in 1994, Catherine Harris, the Director of the 
Affirmative Action Agency singled out the retail industry for criticism, claiming that 
‘very few women reach senior management levels or are offered the same career oppor
tunities as men.’120 In 1993, Coles Myer produced a report on female representation 
across its businesses. While it aggregated figures across a broad range of retail formats, 
not just department stores, the data reflects the broader under-representation of 
women in retail executive roles at the time (Table 2). The report showed that only a 
little over a third of roles described as ‘career’ positions were filled by women. Most of 
these were at the lower end of management: almost half of all female managers were 
employed at the lowest managerial grade. Just 0.2 percent of all female managers were 
employed in the highest grade. This equated to 6 roles across the entire company, 
which by this point employed approximately 140,000 people nationally. Seventy-two 
percent of sales and service staff were female. Women accounted for 88.6 percent of 
part-time and casual employees. The report noted that ‘in most job grades women pre
dominate at the lower end of the salary scale.’121

Conclusion

Throughout the twentieth century, sales staff bore the responsibility for the reputation of 
department store service cultures. The majority of these were women who were required 
to provide emotional, aesthetic, and gendered labour to organisations in which most had 
constrained opportunities for advancement. Until 1950, they were paid a little over half 
the male wage for doing so. This underpayment allowed department store firms to create 
business models around attentive and finely honed customer service. When the cost of 
providing this labour began increasing towards the end of the post-war boom, depart
ment store managers introduced labour management strategies to control costs, 

Table 2. Coles Myer Share of Management Positions by Gender, 1993.124

Junior Middle Senior Total

Job Grades 4–7 8–13 14–17 18–20 21–23
Female 49.9 37.9 11.1 0.9 0.2 100%
Male 21.6 45.7 26.5 4.5 1.7 100%
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fundamentally altering the nature of their businesses. The disruption produced by com
peting chains using labour-efficient shopping formats accelerated this trend. After a 
decade of staff cuts and casualisation questions about the future of department stores 
began being raised in the late-1970s.122 Their market share has declined progressively 
since. Competition and new technologies played a significant role in this downward 
trend, but so, too, did the cost of labour. Customer service had been the public face of 
department store brands and integral to the big store’s relationship with customers. 
The rise of department stores has traditionally been told as a story of ‘male initiative 
and entrepreneurialism’,123 but they were built on cheap, highly skilled female labour, 
that when priced equitably, produced cracks in the foundations of the business model.
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