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THE STORY

Maternity personal protective equipment (PPE) gear can take three months to arrive, by
which time a pregnant woman may require a different size — that’s just one of the issues
New Zealand Steel is addressing in its bid to provide a more inclusive workplace for
women and working parents.

New Zealand Steel is the country’s only steel-making company, operating at various sites
including Glenbrook Steel Mill, Waikato North Head Mine site and Pacific Steel Otahuhu.

HR Manager Megan Bell says ongoing initiatives to make New Zealand Steel an inclusive
workplace, which included anti-bullying and harassment policies and equal employment
opportunities, lifted the number of female employees from 11 to 19 per cent between 2017
and 2020.

However, this increase plateaued at around 18 per cent and New Zealand Steel decided to
take a bolder and more assertive approach to meet its commitment to “delivering a safe,
engaged and evolving workplace”. A particular focus was placed on women in operator
and trade roles.

“We identified key areas of organisational disparity and developed a programme of work
to address and enhance inclusion for our female employees and working parents who are
disproportionately affected by our organisational design. For example, the prominence of
shift-based roles, heavy manufacturing environment and male-centric culture,” says
Megan.
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Focus groups and one-on-one interviews were
undertaken to understand what changes people
wanted, and how they should be delivered.
Women who had recently left the business were
interviewed to understand their reasons for
leaving and provide an understanding of what
would make New Zealand Steel a more inclusive
place to work.

Megan says this resulted in a series of female-
centric policies designed to support women and
begin to address the challenges of working in a
male-dominated environment and tackle
previously taboo topics as a way to achieve
meaningful change.

The initiatives included special leave for pregnant employees, greater access to maternity
PPE and management of workplace risks. Changes such as flexible working practices
where possible were designed to support working parents.

“This has facilitated conversations with mostly male leaders in how to support pregnant
employees and have better return-to-work conversations,” says Megan.

A Working Parents Focus Group, made up of participants representing a cross-section of
roles, provided insights into maintaining a working environment where everyone is treated
fairly and can work to their maximum potential. Under its recommendations sanitary
products were provided in bathrooms, private pumping facilities made available for
breast-feeding mothers returning to the workplace, and increased access to maternity
and post-partum PPE was offered.

“We use a consultative approach in everything we do to ensure our employees have the
opportunity to provide feedback and brainstorm potential solutions that would result in
meaningful changes in inclusion and fair treatment. We also engaged with our union
partners to co-develop potential solutions.”

Paintline Operator A Harvey says the changes made her feel very supported during her
pregnancy.

“New Zealand Steel went above and beyond to ensure my baby and | are working in a safe
environment; they changed the way | work, my hours and shift pattern to support me. |
was part of the Working Parents Focus Group and feel like my feedback is valued. The
changes to support pregnant women have definitely made this experience easier on me
and I'm so grateful that work is being done to support women like me who work in
operational plants and on shift.”

New Zealand Steel wanted to address and enhance inclusion for female employees and
working parents disproportionately affected by the nature of its work, particularly in
operator and trade roles.

e One-on-one interviews conducted and a Working Parents Focus Group formed to
provide insights into challenges faced by employees



e Pregnant women are supported with Wa Whakanga (Time to Rest) Leave - six
weeks paid leave before commencing parental leave

e 12 weeks of base pay for designated primary caregivers during their 26-week paid
parental leave period

e Five days domestic leave offered to care for dependents

e Bathroom audits done to ensure basic needs are provided

e Personalised pumping facilities provided for breast-feeding mothers returning to
the workplace

e New Pregnancy at Work checklist provided guidelines for managing risks

e Managing Pregnancy at Work page added to company intranet so all employees
have access to pregnancy information

e Timeline to accessing maternity PPE reduced from three months to six weeks

e All initiatives supported and promoted by Senior Leadership Team

RESULTS AND BENEFITS

e Female workforce participation rate has increased from 18.6% in March 2022 to
19.4%

e Voluntary turnover was 11% in May 2022. In March 2023 it was 7.8%

e Absenteeism rate was 6.26% in June 2022. In February 2023 it was 5.7%

e 95% of employees in Onboarding Survey answered favourably to the statement:
the organisation provides a working environment that is accepting of differences in
personal identity

e Anincrease in the number of males taking primary carer leave is working towards
reducing the ‘motherhood penalty’ and progressing gender parity issues

KEY LEARNING

Using focus groups and one-on-one interviews helps to not only understand what people
want and need, but how new initiatives can be delivered in a way that makes them feel
valued and included.

DO WORKPLACE DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION WELL
AND DO WELL BECAUSE OF IT.
Visit diversityworksnz.org.nz or call 0800 DIVERSITY (0800 348 377)
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