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Message
from the
Commissioner

| am alive today because | had the fortune to be cared for by Ambulance Victoria
when | needed it most. It’s an experience | know | share with thousands of other
Victorians, all of us owing our lives to the dedication and quality of care of
Ambulance Victoria’s 7550 employees and first responders.

Members of our community hold the state’s ambulance service in high regard.

Today, and over hundreds of days throughout 2020 and 2021, Ambulance
Victoria’s employees and first responders have faced significant personal risk
doing the simple task of just going to work each day, tirelessly supporting the
community throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.

The commitment of Ambulance Victoria to address the systemic change needed
to ensure all employees and first responders feel safe and valued also reinforces
that this confidence is well placed.

The dedication to treat patients with dignity and respect must be matched

with the everyday experiences of all employees and first responders. Yet, since
commencing as the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commissioner
in June 2021, | have learned that for some people who dedicate themselves to
caring for the Victorian community, their experiences at Ambulance Victoria have
been marred by unlawful or harmful workplace conduct - discrimination, sexual
harassment, bullying, victimisation and everyday incivility or disrespect.

For too many, the impacts have been profound and long-lasting.

Those experiences, detailed in this report, make for difficult reading. It is essential
reading, however, as every one of those stories deserves to be heard and the
nature and scale of the problems need to be understood so that they can be
addressed. Change must happen.

It is this recognition that things cannot continue as they are that led Ambulance
Victoria Chair, Mr Ken Lay AO APM, supported by the organisation’s CEO, Professor
Tony Walker ASM, to invite the Commission to conduct an Independent review

into workplace equality in Ambulance Victoria. | congratulate them both for
stepping up, for having the courage to request this review and for supporting its
conduct and for opening themselves and the organisation up to external review
by Victoria’s equal opportunity and human rights regulator. Their commitment at
the outset of the review to implement the Commission’s recommendations shows
genuineness and should give great cause for hope.
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These are important and difficult issues to grapple with. And, of course,
Ambulance Victoria is not alone in them. This report - the findings about the
nature, extent, impact and drivers of discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying
and victimisation - should be a wake-up call to all Board directors and CEOs. No
matter the industry, no one is above the law.

| want to acknowledge and thank each and every person who came forward to the
Commission during the review. This is your review — your experiences and views
have shaped this report. Your bravery in coming forward reinforces the message
you so often told us - you care so deeply for your work, patients and Ambulance
Victoria as an organisation that you want to see change.

| have no doubt that your experiences and suggestions will shape the future of
Ambulance Victoria for many years to come, one that | am hopeful will embody
the principles of safety, respect, trust, equality, fairness and inclusion.

The work ahead of Ambulance Victoria will be hard and it won't be finished
tomorrow, but the Commission will be there walking alongside the organisation
at each step.

The work will require visible leadership and a sustained commitment and
resources. It will require a collective effort - by current and future governments,
by today’s Board directors and those who may join in the future, by the CEO and
the Executive Committee, by everyone in the workforce and the organisation’s
key partners, including the Department of Health and the various unions and
professional associations.

Everyone should be asking themselves: what am | doing to make sure my
workplace is safe, equal and inclusive, to make sure that the people who care for
Victorians or who enable that care are themselves cared for? What am | going to
do to set the standard, not walk past it?

i
¢

Ro Allen

Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commissioner

‘ Volume 1



Message from
Ambulance
Victoria’s Chair

This Report is both painful and confronting.

It has laid bare a significant part of Ambulance Victoria that many might not
believe existed, but it does.

The breadth and depth of issues of incivility, disrespect, discrimination, sexual
harassment, bullying and victimisation in our workplace are deeply disturbing.

Far too many of these stories hide in plain sight - accepted, tolerated, or ignored.

Each and every one of these stories recount a level of harm that has been inflicted
on our people by those they work alongside. Sometimes the harm is short lived,
sometimes it is career ending, often it ends in long term pain and suffering.

The Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission must be
commended for their work in bringing these experiences to life.

For people like me in a position of power and influence, the work has contributed
to a far deeper understanding of the depth of the challenges that the Board, the
Executive, and all of those who work within the organisation face.

It is now the time to deeply reflect on what this work tells us about our workplace
and what needs to change to make the organisation a better, safer and more equal
place to work.

A workplace based on safety, respect and trust is essential.

It has never been more important than during these COVID times when our people
are working harder than ever to look after the Victorian community.

We recognise the significant effort of our workforce during these unprecedented
and challenging times.

The Ambulance Victoria Board is committed to working with the CEO and the
Executive Committee to purge the organisation of the destructive elements of
our culture and to improve and safeguard our workplace for all those who work at
Ambulance Victoria.

The Commission has recognised that the organisation has undertaken a significant

reform journey over the past six years, delivering the biggest era of change in
Ambulance Victoria’s history.
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That reform journey must now continue and our work has begun. The courage of
those who have come forward must be rewarded with a renewed commitment and
drive to make things better.

That courage must be the catalyst for immediate and sustainable change.

The voices of victim survivors have been heard.

On behalf of the Board, | acknowledge and unreservedly apologise to the people -
past and present - who have experienced unacceptable hurt and harm within the

Ambulance Victoria workplace.

| apologise for the further harm caused when the organisation’s response has
failed them.

The Board is reflecting on how we will do better and the leadership role we must
play in not simply holding the organisation to account, but in setting the standards
and tone as part of our positive duty to prevent harm and foster a workplace of
diversity, equality and inclusion.

We can and will do more to ensure we care for the carers.
As a leader, words and commitments are sometimes all too easy to utter.

This Board will be judged on our success in honouring the courage of those who
have come forward by making Ambulance Victoria a better place to work.

-
Ze
Ken Lay AO APM

Chair
Ambulance Victoria
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Message from
Ambulance
Victoria's CEO

A female Paramedic asked for flexible work arrangements so she could care for her
small children.

She was blocked, belittled and feared retribution from her managers.
It damaged her trust in the system and she felt unsafe to come to work.
Her mental health and reputation suffered as she was labelled difficult’.

This Paramedic’s story was one of the experiences that was shared personally with
me. It was learning from her experience, and many others, that | felt the enormity of
the issues and challenges we face.

This experience reveals a system that did not sufficiently respect her or listen and
act on her needs and concerns. It then victimised her for trying to speak up.

The stories of Ambulance Victoria staff and volunteers that have been shared with
the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission since late 2020 -
experiences of discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and victimisation - are
deeply confronting. The breadth and depth of entrenched behaviours and power
imbalances are impacting our people.

Behaviours that do not align to the values of our organisation.

Behaviours that do not align to the expectation of the community we are so proud
to provide emergency care for.

As the Commission rightly highlights, some such instances are not merely hurtful
or harmful, they are unlawful.

This report is hard to read, but we must hear, feel and acknowledge the wrongs as
the foundation for meaningful change.

To those who have shared your experience - either with the Commission or directly
with me - | thank you for your bravery.

To those people, past and present, who have been subjected to behaviours and
actions that are not consistent with our values, | unreservedly apologise.

| believe fundamentally that people come to work to do their best in the very
important and critical role that Ambulance Victoria has in the community. There are
many people in Ambulance Victoria who act appropriately, call out and respond to
unlawful behaviour. This is the workplace culture we want every staff member and
first responder to be part of.

Sadly instead, incivility and disrespect have been shown to be so ingrained in our
culture that people can’t recognise how their individual behaviours contribute to an
acceptance that this is ‘just how we do things at Ambulance Victoria’.

This is not acceptable. This must change, and from this point forward it will.

There is no place in Ambulance Victoria for people who engage in or protect
harmful or unlawful conduct.
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The actions of perpetrators - no matter their level of clinical or corporate experience -
will not be tolerated. Their actions have harmed individuals.

As the CEO of this organisation, | accept all recommendations in this report. The level
of change required is extensive. It will take dedicated focus and time to undo a culture
that has become pervasive over many decades. My leadership team and | commit to
implementing the reforms to work towards rebuilding a workplace based on safety,
equality, respect and trust.

Over the past six years, as part of a significant era of reform, we've invested heavily
in improving the physical and mental health, wellbeing and safety of our people and
building a gender-balanced workforce. We clearly have more work to do.

We must create an environment where everyone feels safe and supported to show
up respectfully; speak up safely if they experience hurtful, harmful or unlawful
behaviours; and stand up supportively if we see this happening to each other.

We must create a workplace that celebrates and sustains diversity and equality, where
everyone feels safe and included to be their best selves and achieve their best.

It’s in our collective DNA to care and prevent harm for our patients. We need to do the
same for each other.

We are mindful of the unprecedented pressure the COVID-19 response has had on the
workforce. This is no reason to tolerate harmful behaviour. It does mean that it is more
important than ever for our people to look after each other.

| want to thank Ambulance Victoria Chair Ken Lay AO APM for his leadership and
insights, working together to call for and fully support this Review.

| acknowledge the Commission for their extensive and critical work over the past 16
months in bringing a vital external lens to these challenges.

It will be important for each of us to reflect deeply on what people have told us and
have meaningful and ongoing conversations so we can together shape our future.

Our priority from the outset of this Review has been supporting our people and
strengthening the systems that will change their experience. Work is well-progressed
with key initiatives that lay the foundations for the long-term and meaningful reforms
that are needed to make AV a safer and more inclusive place to work.

Based on the Commission’s full findings and recommendations, we will now focus

on developing and implementing a detailed roadmap for our transformation, to be
created in partnership with our people, our stakeholders and external experts through
newly-established forums and co-design processes.

Our people have demonstrated an enormous capacity to deliver reform, which gives
me confidence that with this work as a foundation, we will together achieve this
change.

It is invaluable to have the Commission’s guidance to help us work toward a workplace
that’s equal, fair and inclusive for all our people, in all of their diversity.

__,--'. ) T L T
leaey Ll

Professor Tony Walker ASM

Chief Executive Officer
Ambulance Victoria
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Where to go if you need help

The Commission acknowledges that the material in this report - particularly
the stories of discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and victimisation -
may cause distress. There are support services available for those who need
them, including those services in Appendix A.
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Executive summary

Every day, Ambulance Victoria is responsible for providing
emergency healthcare for over 6.5 million Victorians across
more than 227,000 square kilometres. Ambulance Victoria seeks
to ensure that people who call triple zero (O00) receive timely,
excellent and respectful treatment when they need it most.

With a workforce of 7550 operational and corporate employees and first
responders, Ambulance Victoria has undergone considerable growth and
transformation since its establishment in 2008. These changes include better
integration into the broader health sector and the rapid growth in women
employees and first responders in what was a male-dominated sector. Since 2016,
Ambulance Victoria has seen a 31% increase in its overall workforce and a 46%
increase in employees who are women.

In 2015 the Victorian Government established an Ambulance Performance and
Policy Consultative Committee to address significant performance issues facing
Victoria’s ambulance services including slow response times, poor workforce
morale and ‘ramping’. The committee’s December 2015 report provided a blueprint
for ongoing reforms and improvements at Ambulance Victoria.

Ambulance Victoria has since embraced the professionalisation of Paramedicine,
and the challenge of meeting the increasingly complex needs of an aging,
growing population. Growing demands have been compounded by Ambulance
Victoria’s front-line role in responding to the unprecedented and sustained, global
COVID-19 pandemic.

Ambulance Victoria is adapting and innovating in response to these demands,
maturing into a modern, professional and inclusive ambulance service. However,
challenges, including driving long-term cultural change to achieve substantive
equality, fairness and inclusion remain.

Like many organisations today - particularly following the emergence of the
global #MeToo movement and national and state inquiries into workplace sexual
harassment - Ambulance Victoria is reflecting on how to provide a safe and
respectful workplace free from discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and
victimisation. Ambulance Victoria is committed to ensuring employees and first
responders are treated fairly and equally, with a culture of trust, respect and
inclusion.

Being treated fairly and equally at work is a basic human right. No one should
have to fear for their physical or psychological safety while doing their job or
volunteering. A safe and equal workplace is also critical to ensure Ambulance
Victoria can respond to increasing demands and deliver quality, compassionate
patient care to Victoria’s diverse community.

Independent Review into Workplace Equality in Ambulance Victoria



The independent review

In October 2020, a number of individuals bravely came forward to publicly
share stories of discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and victimisation
at Ambulance Victoria.! Their allegations centred on unlawful conduct,
predominantly against women. They spoke of an ongoing and pervasive
workplace culture that demeans, discriminates against and excludes women.

Executive summary

Ambulance Victoria responded swiftly. Within days, the Chair, supported by

the Chief Executive, asked the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights
Commission (the Commission) to undertake an Independent review into workplace
equality in Ambulance Victoria (independent review or review) under section 151
of the Equal Opportunity Act 2010 (Vic) (Equal Opportunity Act).

The terms of reference established for the independent review directed the
Commission to:

e examine the nature, extent, drivers and impacts of discrimination, sexual
harassment, bullying and victimisation

» consider the adequacy of Ambulance Victoria’s response to such unlawful
conduct

« identify leading practice strategies to ensure a safe, equal and inclusive
organisation that promotes positive workplace systems, values and behaviours.

Chapter 1 of this report provides background on the conduct of this review.

After receiving ethics approval for our research methodology in January 2021,
the Commission gathered extensive data and information about the programs
and practices of Ambulance Victoria.

We received 2163 responses to our survey. We interviewed 255 people, heard
from 32 people in focus groups and 143 people made written submissions. We
spoke to more employees and first responders during our 15 on-site visits and
eight observational shifts. We reviewed 1213 documents provided by Ambulance
Victoria, undertook seven literature reviews and considered leading practice
approaches to reducing workplace harm and embedding workplace equality,
including from the review’s esteemed Expert Panel.

The reforms that we recommend are uniquely informed by the personal
experiences - both positive and negative - of those who came forward to tell us
what working and volunteering at Ambulance Victoria is like. We engaged widely
and deeply with current and former employees and first responders, but also with
experts and critical partners, particularly unions, professional associations and the
Victorian Department of Health.

Given the very high numbers of employees and first responders who wished to
participate in the review, and the on-going impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic,
in late 2021 the Commission requested a variation to the terms of reference to
enable us to deliver the final report of the independent review in two distinct
volumes.

The first volume of the final report, delivered in November 2021, focuses on
building safety, respect and trust. The second volume, delivered in March 2022,
focuses on equality, fairness and inclusion. We encourage Ambulance Victoria
to view the recommendations together and to commit to an integrated, whole-of-
organisation approach to their implementation.
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Volume | sets a clear pathway for Ambulance Victoria to address some immediate
issues to ensure all employees and first responders in Ambulance Victoria feel
safe, and are safe, in their workplace. It also lays the groundwork for longer-term
reforms further developed in Volume Il. Volume Il focuses on strategies to embed
workplace equality and safety across the employment lifecycle - from recruitment
to retirement - and across all levels of the organisation.

Ambulance Victoria has committed to implementing all of the Commission’s
recommendations, embracing the opportunity to become a leading, modern
ambulance service - not just in terms of its operations, but its culture. Ambulance
Victoria is determined to address the substantial discrimination, sexual
harassment, bullying and victimisation identified in this review.

Figure 1B - The three phases of the review

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Review Implement Audit

Examine the state Provide support Assess the extent

of unlawful and to implement to which the priority
harmful conduct the Phase 1 recommendations
and (in)equality and recommendations are implemented
identify strategies and identify

to ensure the any areas for
workplace is safe, improvement

equal and inclusive

Phase 2 of the review will involve Ambulance Victoria implementing the
recommendations. While continuing to act as the independent regulator, the
Commission will support Ambulance Victoria through this process, providing
expert advice and guidance where needed, including to clarify the intent or
context for particular recommendations and share examples of leading practice.

In Phase 3 of this review, the Commission will audit the implementation of

the review’s recommendations. We will publish our findings and any further
recommendations for improvement by 30 November 2023. The purpose of the
audit is to determine the extent to which Ambulance Victoria has moved towards
compliance with the Equal Opportunity Act.

Achieving a safe and equal workplace will require the collective effort of
Ambulance Victoria's leadership, critical partners and all employees and first
responders. There are no quick fixes. There is a need for systemic long-term
change to build a culture of respect, trust and civility. We must start by listening to
the voices of those who courageously participated in this review, and then ensure
Ambulance Victoria provides ways for employees and first responders to safely
continue to share their experiences, concerns and ideas into the future.

Independent Review into Workplace Equality in Ambulance Victoria



The Commission acknowledges that its final report is being delivered in the
context of unprecedented, sustained demand and pressure on Ambulance
Victoria and the broader health system. Such pressures and the limitations of
resourcing will affect Ambulance Victoria’s capacity to implement the reforms
recommended by this review. However, they also add to the impetus for action.
Staff safety, wellbeing and morale are essential to ensuring the workforce has the
resilience, motivation and trust needed to meet growing demands.

Preventing unlawful conduct

How Ambulance Victoria seeks to prevent unlawful and
harmful conduct

Section 15 of the Equal Opportunity Act requires Ambulance Victoria to provide
a safe working environment by taking reasonable and proportionate measures to
eliminate discrimination, sexual harassment and victimisation as far as possible.
This positive duty extends to bullying that is based on a protected attribute, such
as age, disability, race or sex. Chapter 3 of this review outlines the requirements
and benefits of workplace equality, and Ambulance Victoria’s current approach
to workplace equality. Chapter 4 outlines the importance of preventing unlawful
and harmful conduct at work and Ambulance Victoria’s current approach to
prevention.

Ambulance Victoria has adopted and implemented a range of measures that aim
to provide its employees and first responders with a safe working environment.
Many of these measures support the organisation’s progress towards compliance
with the positive duty in the Equal Opportunity Act.

Ambulance Victoria’s approach has been guided by its organisational values -
being respectful, working together, being accountable, openly communicating
and driving innovation - that detail (un)acceptable standards of behaviour. One
of its four strategic priorities has been to provide ‘[a] great place to work and
volunteer’.

Ambulance Victoria has sought to embed these values in a variety of ways. Its
code of conduct and strategic plan describe the intention behind the values

and how they apply to the organisation’s day-to-day work. Ambulance Victoria
promotes its values through its induction, recognition and development programs
and performance development processes.

More broadly, Ambulance Victoria’s approach to preventing discrimination, sexual
harassment, bullying and victimisation is guided by a combination of frameworks,
strategies and policies including those related to health and safety, diversity

and inclusion, integrity and ethics, complaints, workforce supports, professional
development and risk management, as well as education and training.

Key recent Ambulance Victoria initiatives include measures to support and
encourage people to act when they witness or later learn about unlawful or
harmful workplace conduct. It has also invested heavily in strengthening mental
health supports for its workforce and recognised the need to improve its report
and complaints system, implementing significant changes since 2017.

Much of the organisation’s early and continued efforts to address inequality have
been directed at women, paralleling women'’s journey into the organisation in
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increasing numbers. However, these efforts have recently broadened to address
the low representation of minority groups, create a more inclusive culture and
support a more diverse workforce. For example, in 2017, Ambulance Victoria
introduced a cadetship program to help to increase the number of First Nations
paramedics.

Experiences of unlawful and harmful
conduct

Extent

Chapter 5 outlines the extent, nature and impact of the experiences of unlawful
and harmful workplace conduct reported to this review. The Commission’s
workforce survey, reinforced by the interviews and submissions, reveals

a concerningly high number of participants who reported experiencing
discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and/or victimisation at Ambulance
Victoria.? Incivility and other everyday forms of disrespect and everyday sexism
were also widely reported. While not necessarily unlawful, these types of
behaviours are themselves harmful and also create a permissive environment for
more widespread and serious conduct.

47.2% | 17.4% Ry W Bl B

of survey of survey of survey of survey
respondents respondents respondents respondents

reported reported reported reported
experiencing experiencing experiencing experiencing
discrimination sexual harassment bullying victimisation

The high number of participants who reported witnessing or later learning about
discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and/or victimisation at Ambulance
Victoria - bystanders - further reinforced the scale of this conduct within the
organisation.

Other people within Ambulance Victoria told us that they did not share these
experiences. Others who did not come forward as part of this review may similarly
not share these experiences. However, in a context where any unlawful conduct
and harm is unacceptable, the scale of the harmful conduct that was reported to
the Commission - experienced directly or as a bystander - is cause for serious
concern.

The experiences shared with the Commission show that Ambulance Victoria's
efforts to prevent unlawful and harmful conduct have been insufficient. They
speak to a workforce in which many members do not feel safe, have lost trust and,
unlike their patients, do not feel valued or cared for. Moreover, the Commission
found that for a substantial number of staff members, discrimination, sexual
harassment, bullying and victimisation is current, not historical. Most of the
reported conduct occurred in the past five years, and a total of 348 survey
respondents said their experiences of unlawful conduct were ongoing.

Independent Review into Workplace Equality in Ambulance Victoria



The sustained, global COVID-19 pandemic may have exacerbated poor behaviour
in a workforce under extreme pressure, and impeded the implementation of
certain preventative measures like training. However, the extent of this unlawful
conduct cannot be attributed to or minimised by that pressure. Based on what the
Commission heard, tolerance of poor behaviours, particularly everyday forms of
disrespect, have seeped into the fabric of Ambulance Victoria over a long period.

Executive Summary

The urgent need for change is underscored by the Commission’s finding that
perceptions of safety and respect were low across survey respondents, interviews
and submissions, notwithstanding the organisation’s recent focus on employee
and first responder mental health and wellbeing.

Fewer than two in seven survey respondents told us they felt ‘very safe’ or
‘completely safe’ from unlawful conduct at Ambulance Victoria, and almost

a quarter (21.4%) of survey respondents told us they ‘do not feel safe at all’.?
Women were less likely than men to say they felt safe, and feelings of safety were
comparatively low amongst participants who identify as LGBTIQ+, have a disability
and/or are from a racial minority, as well as those working in male-dominated
teams. They were particularly low amongst survey participants who reported
having personally experienced discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and
victimisation.

I'm a white male in my mid 30s ... so I've had a pretty cruisy run to be
honest... And | think the frustrating thing for me is that I’'ve got a lot of
female friends I've had to observe them having not the same experiences...
Participant, Interview

| don‘t feel like it's a safe place, especially for someone who was an
immigrant that now works for us. Someone who's transitioning... | think it
is unsafe. This organisation’s culture is unsafe for people who are not white
males. It’s really bad. Participant, Interview

The Commission learned of a pervasive lack of respect within Ambulance Victoria.
Over one-third of survey respondents said they felt ‘not at all’ or ‘only slightly’
respected at work.* While levels of respect were particularly low for some groups
of employees and first responders, participants from across the organisation
noted it as an area of concern. So extensive were the reports in interviews and in
submissions, that it is evident that disrespect has been normalised and tolerated
within the organisation.

I'd never come across a collective who were so routinely disrespectful to
their colleagues. Participant, Interview

So, I've worked in big organisations and I’'ve been a small player in all
those organisations, but I've never been treated with such disdain and
such disrespect from an organisation that is supposedly all about care
and provision of safety. Participant, Interview
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Nature

The Commission found that women were at heightened risk of experiencing
sexual harassment and sex/gender and related forms of discrimination,

including pregnancy and parental status discrimination. However, other forms of
discrimination and bullying were widely reported by participants, including those
belonging to different demographic groups, cohorts and regions. The experiences
reported to the Commission by participants suggest that bullying and incivility are
defining features of the organisation’s culture.

It's very much - you’ve got to be aggressive and alpha and mean and rude.
This is how this whole thing started, | believe ... then once it happens to
someone, they think, “Well, | went through it, so you can go through it".
[A] rite of passage. Participant, Interview

The most common types of discriminatory behaviour reported to the Commission
involved verbal, physical or written abuse and limiting access to training,
promotion and progression. Sexual harassment most often involved sexually
suggestive comments and jokes and unwelcome touching, including sexual
assault. Bullying commonly took the form of hostile behaviour and verbal abuse.

Men were most often identified as the alleged perpetrators: in our survey, this
included 77.6% for discrimination, 90.3% for sexual harassment and 67.7% for
bullying.® Alleged perpetrators of discrimination and bullying were more often
reported to be in a position of seniority. Conversely, sexual harassment was
reported to be perpetrated more often by a co-worker.

A substantial number of survey respondents told the Commission that they were
bystanders to unlawful conduct; this included 47.7% to discrimination, 39.3% to
sexual harassment and 66.4% to bullying.® This paints a picture of unlawful and
harmful conduct occurring ‘in plain sight’ or otherwise being an open secret in the
organisation. At the same time, unlawful conduct was reported to be occurring

in isolated and unsupervised work locations, for example in vehicles and remote
offices.

Impacts

The reported impacts of experiencing discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying
and victimisation at Ambulance Victoria varied. Some participants told us the
impacts have been profound and wide-ranging.

We commonly heard that mental ill-health and stress followed unlawful conduct.
For some, this meant feelings of dread about coming to work and undermining
confidence and self-esteem. Concerningly, for a small group of participants,

we heard that their distress was so severe that it led them to attempt suicide. A
number also told us about experiences of suicidal ideation. This cannot continue.
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44 wWho would've guessed the
most traumatic thing I've
experienced and witnessed
as a [P]laramedic was
workplace behaviour?

Participant, Written submission

For some participants, the impact of their experiences was compounded by poor
organisational responses which contributed to poor mental health outcomes and
a wider decline in workforce morale and trust in the organisation.

In addition to the significant personal toll, the extent of unlawful conduct and
disrespect within the organisation is eroding workplace culture, morale, and
confidence.

While the Commission did not hear evidence that unlawful conduct and harm

led to specific clinical errors or poor patient experiences, the extent of poor
culture and morale identified in this review will impact all organisational outputs.
Concerningly, a culture of fear and victimisation is unlikely to support open, robust
discussion of clinical practice and patient care.

Working towards a holistic approach to
prevention

The Commission commends Ambulance Victoria for the measures it has
implemented to address workplace safety and equality which have accelerated
since commissioning this review. However, we found that the organisation’s
approach to preventing discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and
victimisation is still developing and maturing, and that it is not yet complying
fully with the positive duty in the Equal Opportunity Act. Chapter 6 outlines
how to work towards a holistic approach to prevention, starting with a greater
understanding of the drivers of unlawful and harmful conduct at Ambulance
Victoria.

The Commission found the effectiveness of the preventative measures adopted
by Ambulance Victoria has been limited by a lack of analysis, understanding and
integrated planning to address the root causes and underlying drivers of these
harms. There is a need to address not only individual behaviours, but systemic,
structural and cultural aspects of workplace safety and equality identified through
this review and summarised below.

Executive Summary
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Drivers of unlawful and harmful conduct at Ambulance Victoria

Organisational tolerance leadorshipland

Power imbalances and culture of silence and
management gaps
respect
* The abuse of formal and e A permissive environment e Inadequate role
informal power e The threat of modelling
e Hierarchical command victimisation ¢ Autocratic leadership
and control structures « Lack of perpetrator styles
e Gender inequality accountability * Management capability
gaps
Dlsproportl9nate el Structural barriers Work-related risk factors
on operational KPIs
e An imbalance of priorities ¢ Endorsement e |solated or remote work
e Corporate and requirements fodr  Organisational change
operational divide prolisEElety el : :
promotion e High stress environment

e Systems unsupportive
of flexible work

The Commission found that prevention has not been prioritised and elevated
through a comprehensive prevention approach with clear accountabilities,
measurable outputs and monitoring of longer-term outcomes.

In addition, the Commission found that there has been a loss of faith in Ambulance
Victoria’s leadership due to the gap between the organisation’s espoused values
and people’s lived experience, particularly the failure of some leaders and
managers to model respectful conduct and to hold individuals consistently to
account for failing to adhere to expected standards. Ironically, the profound lack
of trust in the organisation and the victimisation of complainants has worked to
obscure the true extent of the problem and undermine efforts to monitor and
assess risks.

I think it's about trust. Some people talk about values and they’re written on
the bottom of email signatures and they’re on the board at the branch and
everyone knows ... what the five values of AV are. So, they're talked about,
but people’s lived experience doesn't reflect it. ... So, you can tell [them] to
the cows come home that we value integrity or we value trust or whatever,
but if people go to work and don’t experience that, then it’s a very different
experience for them. Participant, Interview

The Commission found limited training and support for leaders and managers
including on how to build a safe, respectful and inclusive workplace culture.

Low attendance at such training is also compromising capability to lead
challenging conversations about unlawful or harmful workplace conduct - in
contrast to the evident capability in leading difficult conversations around clinical
issues. We found that there are significant opportunities to improve understanding
of the Equal Opportunity Act, as well as the drivers and impacts of workplace
discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and victimisation across Ambulance
Victoria.

Independent Review into Workplace Equality in Ambulance Victoria



The Commission was concerned to learn that Ambulance Victoria did not explicitly
treat discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and victimisation as significant
organisational risks. Furthermore, the Commission found an overreliance on, and
lack of analysis of, available information and data, including using data to monitor,
identify and assess related risks. Low rates of complaints and participation in staff
surveys, driven by fear and a lack of trust, masked the extent and nature of harm.
There is a need to establish the systems and culture which enable victims and
bystanders to speak up, call out behaviours, raise concerns and make complaints
safely.

Given the extent of harm and lack of trust demonstrated through this review,
the path forward begins with leaders understanding and acknowledging

the experiences of unlawful conduct and harm shared in this report and the
compounding impact of inadequate organisational responses. This has already
begun with Ambulance Victoria’s Chair and CEO voicing a clear commitment to
and vision for change.

There is a need for safe, reflective forums for leaders to engage with the workforce
to acknowledge and discuss the contents of this report. The Commission
recommends Ambulance Victoria adopt an independent restorative engagement
scheme to support organisational learning by providing a path for victim-survivors
to share their stories, receive recognition and heal.

The Commission recommends that the experiences shared in this report inform
the development of a comprehensive, evidence-based prevention plan. To
support this process, the Commission has developed and recommended a leading
practice outcomes framework for preventing unlawful and harmful workplace
conduct and embedding workplace equality that will support Ambulance Victoria
to track and monitor its progress. The outcomes framework provides a roadmap
for reform and links all of the Commission’s recommendations.

The Commission has recommended specific reforms that will support this
prevention plan and help to tackle the drivers of unlawful conduct. These include:
further encouraging bystanders to speak out and challenge poor behaviours;
using Workplace Equality Contact Officers and Champions to identify risks and
provide support to victim-survivors; and collaboratively resetting organisational
values and ensuring that the workforce’s health, safety and wellbeing, which
enable and complement operational outcomes, are equally recognised and
prioritised.

Creating an environment that is safe, supportive and respectful is the
responsibility of everyone in Ambulance Victoria. While in the past, workplace
equality has been seen primarily as the responsibility of the People and Culture
division and Board committee, Ambulance Victoria should focus on integrating
its response across the organisation, with overall accountability resting with
the Board and Executive. To support implementation of the Commission’s
recommendations and drive reforms, the Commission has recommended the
creation of a new, dedicated division, supported by a Steering Committee and
overseen by Ambulance Victoria’s Board.

Executive Summary
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Building a new reports and complaints
system

The review provides detailed analysis and recommendations on how Ambulance
Victoria responds to reports and complaints of discrimination, sexual harassment,
bullying and victimisation. Chapter 7 provides a detailed analysis of Ambulance
Victoria’s current response to reports and complaints of unlawful conduct and
the nature of these complaints. Chapter 8 outlines experiences of Ambulance
Victoria’s employees and first responders in making reports and complaints.
Chapter 9 suggests a new victim-centred and fair reporting and complaints
system.

In recent years, Ambulance Victoria has taken important steps to improve the
report and complaints system, embed more victim-centred approaches and better
use data to inform its response to addressing discrimination, sexual harassment,
bullying and victimisation. The organisation has increased focus on wellbeing and
support, and provided more open, regular and transparent communication.

Notwithstanding these important improvements, the Commission finds the need
for substantial further reforms, including to more comprehensively address the
issues and barriers to staff from feeling safe to come forward with reports and
complaints. There is a need to better embed a victim-centred approach, promote
multiple avenues to make a report, provide flexible options for responses and
more consistent support for complainants.

Experiences of the report and complaint system

While the Commission found that there are a large number of people in
Ambulance Victoria who have directly experienced or been a bystander to
discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and victimisation, few make formal
complaints. Only around one in ten (9.6%) survey respondents who experienced
sexual harassment made a formal complaint. For those who experienced
discrimination and bullying, only 15.3% and 15.6% made a formal complaint,
respectively.’

The low rate of formal reporting of unlawful conduct is limiting Ambulance
Victoria’s ability to identify and hold alleged perpetrators to account. It is
also obscuring the scale and understanding of unlawful conduct across the
organisation.

The few participants who told the Commission that they made a formal complaint
overwhelmingly described that the experience did not make them feel safe. They
also shared that they were often left without support and at times felt further
traumatised by the process.

Independent Review into Workplace Equality in Ambulance Victoria



44 vl say that going through
that process, it pretty much
destroyed me. And | was just
absolutely humiliated and
crushed mentally.

Participant, Interview

Many participants told the Commission that reports and complaints take too
long to resolve and that this negatively impacted their mental health and caused
additional stress. A lack of clear communication throughout the process also
compounded negative experiences, and some participants told us that they felt
confused and uncertain about what would be involved. We also heard about
experiences of victimisation and retaliation after making a complaint.

| was doomed from the start; from that minute that | put that complaint in
for the sexual harassment, | was gone. | was finished at AV. The job was no
longer mine. Participant, Interview

The range of intersecting issues affecting participants’ experiences appears to
contribute to the profound dissatisfaction with the report and complaint process.
More than three quarters of survey participants reported feeling not at all satisfied
with the process of dealing with their formal complaint of discrimination (80.3%)
and bullying (78.8%).8

Barriers to reporting

Importantly, most participants told us that they were aware of where and how to
make a report or complaint of unlawful conduct. While this high level of awareness
of Ambulance Victoria’s report and complaint system is positive, we found that
poor experiences of making a report or complaint, in conjunction with multiple
and intersecting barriers, mean that many participants did not feel safe to access
that system.

The most common barrier to reporting was a fear that nothing would change

or be done. Close to three quarters of the survey participants who experienced
discrimination and bullying told us this was one of the reasons they did not
come forward.® The Commission was told a ‘culture of silence’ pervades the
organisation, where it is commonly understood that coming forward or speaking
up would result in social isolation or would be career limiting.™

Bystanders who witnessed or later heard about discrimination, sexual harassment,
bullying and victimisation reported similar barriers that prevented them from
coming forward.
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I didn't tell anyone at the time about it because | just felt this must be how
everyone in the organisation feels, this must be how everyone is in the
organisation....l didn’t think anyone would actually take me seriously. On top
of that, the recruitment process for AV is so competitive, that | didn’t want
to - and it's such a small world, you don’t want to do anything that will make
you standout in a negative way. Participant, Interview

Many of the barriers to reporting described by participants are also drivers of
unlawful and harmful conduct - leading to a cycle of discrimination, sexual
harassment, bullying and victimisation that is not being broken.

Building a fairer and more victim-centred approach to reports
and complaints of unlawful conduct

The measures that Ambulance Victoria has put in place to improve its report and
complaint system provide an important foundation for further improvements.
However, the objectives of Ambulance Victoria’s previous reforms have not been
fully realised due to funding, capability and information technology limitations.
The objectives of the report and complaint system are not being met in practice,
and reforms are required to create a safe, fair and effective system staff will use.

The Commission recommends Ambulance Victoria develop a new model for
responding to reports and complaints of discrimination, sexual harassment,
bullying and victimisation that draws on leading practice. The new system should
be developed and implemented with the guidance of an Expert Advisory Group
consisting of key partners, workforce representatives, unions and subject matter
experts.

The recommended model separates the key functions of the report and complaint
system, including providing supports for victims, a dedicated impartial and fair
complaint handling unit, as well as a specialist investigation unit.

Providing multiple avenues to make a report or complaint and a variety of
flexible options for resolution is also key. Ambulance Victoria should establish
and promote anonymous reporting options to help address power imbalances
and barriers to reporting and provide a clearer picture and ability to respond to
incidents that may otherwise not be reported.

Ambulance Victoria should enable a range of options to resolve reports and
complaints. This would provide complainants with greater choice and control and
address the current overreliance on formal processes, which may discourage staff
from coming forward.

Rebuilding the trust and confidence of employees and first responders will take
a range of measures and consistent, sustained effort. Being more open and
transparent about the outcomes and performance of the report and complaints
system is one crucial measure that will reinforce both acceptable standards of
behaviour, as well as the message that perpetrators will be held to account.

Ambulance Victoria should collect and harness data and information to monitor
and evaluate the report and complaint system - including to better understand
risks and prevent discrimination, sexual harassment, bullying and victimisation.

Independent Review into Workplace Equality in Ambulance Victoria



Embedding equality

Through the second volume of the review, the Commission considers crucial and
interrelated issues of equality across the employment lifecycle, including equal
representation and progression, equal pay, workplace flexibility, and accessibility
for people with disability and those transitioning to retirement. Addressing these
issues is essential to achieving compliance with the Equal Opportunity Act and
taking a wholistic approach to preventing discrimination, sexual harassment,
bullying and victimisation and building a safe, respectful and inclusive workplace
culture where everyone can thrive.

Ensuring equal representation and career advancement

Equal representation reduces workplace harm, including sexual harassment,
discrimination, bullying and victimisation. Equal representation, career
advancement and pay also improve workplace culture, morale and engagement,
and enrich organisations with diverse perspectives and ideas. Notably for
ambulance services, having a diverse workforce has been shown to improve
service delivery and clinical outcomes.

Chapter 10 outlines why equal representation, advancement and pay matter,
Ambulance Victoria’s current approach to these issues and recommended reforms
to strengthen equality in recruitment, career advancement and pay.

At a board level, Ambulance Victoria has fair gender representation in terms of

its directors and members of its committees. However, as in many organisations,
data on the Board’s broader diversity is limited. There are opportunities for
Ambulance Victoria to strengthen data collection to better understand the
Board’s demographic composition and to what extent it is modelling diversity and

including perspectives and lived experiences of people from diverse backgrounds.

Ambulance Victoria has an opportunity to become an exemplar and work with the
Department of Health to demonstrate how to recruit for, and value, greater board
diversity across the health sector. The Commission recommends that Ambulance
Victoria work with the department to develop an integrated board diversity and
skills matrix, publicly report on board gender and diversity metrics and progress,
including strategies to build a pipeline of diverse future leaders. Building on the
success of gender targets, the Commission notes there is an opportunity for the
Victorian Government to consider amending the Ambulance Services Act 1986
(Vic) (Ambulance Services Act) and/or the Public Administration Act 2004 (Vic)
(Public Administration Act) to require the Minister to have regard to broader
diversity when making recommendations on board appointments.

The demographic composition of Ambulance Victoria’s workforce is changing
rapidly. Ambulance Victoria has almost equal representation of men and women
in its overall workforce and there has been a 46% increase in women employed
between 2016 and 2021. However, to achieve equal representation across all
levels of the workforce, there is a need to increase the representation of women
in middle and senior operational management roles and in specialist clinical roles,
which continue to be male-dominated. Ambulance Victoria would also benefit
from increased representation of people from diverse backgrounds at all levels of
the organisation.
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Ambulance Victoria has adopted targeted attraction and recruitment strategies to
increase the representation of women, as well as people of diverse backgrounds,
across its corporate and operational cohorts. Some of these measures have

had a demonstrable impact in strengthening the inclusiveness of recruitment

and selection processes and expanding the diversity of the workforce. The
effectiveness of other measures is not yet clear.

Notwithstanding the measures Ambulance Victoria has put in place, attitudinal
and structural barriers continue to impede equal access to employment and
career advancement, particularly for women and people of diverse backgrounds.
These barriers include the influence of gender stereotypes, the organisation’s
inflexible approach to flexible work and narrow approach to reasonable
adjustments, and the impact of power imbalances throughout the organisation.

There is an opportunity for Ambulance Victoria to use the Commission’s outcomes
framework to drive an overarching, integrated vision of what is needed to deliver
a fairer, more equal and inclusive organisation. The Commission recommends
Ambulance Victoria take action to disrupt harmful stereotypes, prioritise
conscious inclusion throughout the recruitment lifecycle and remove structural
barriers to career advancement that disproportionately impact on women, parents
and carers and people from diverse backgrounds.

Progressing equal pay

Narrowing the gender pay gap and striving for equal pay is a critical step in
embedding workplace equality. In 2021, Ambulance Victoria completed its first
gender pay audit as required by the Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) (Gender
Equality Act). This audit revealed that Ambulance Victoria has a gender pay gap
of 10.8%. This is consistent with the Victorian public sector gender pay gap
(10.7%).m

While the data underlying the 2021 gender pay audit was not available to the
Commission during this review, several of the known drivers of gender pay
inequality were raised more broadly during this independent review. These drivers
include: the high rates of discrimination reported by women participants; the
over-representation of men in more highly paid specialist clinical and operational
management roles; and cultural attitudes and structural barriers related to
flexible work which impede women’s access to some progression and promotion
opportunities.

Ambulance Victoria’s forthcoming Gender Equality Action Plan provides an
opportunity to build on existing strategies to reduce the gender pay gap (for
example by seeking to increase the number of women in senior roles) and to
reform policy, decision-making and practice at each stage of the employment life-
cycle. In addition, it is important for Ambulance Victoria to take steps to determine
whether it has pay gaps for other demographics by improving the data on the
demographic diversity of its workforce.
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Transforming Ambulance Victoria's approach to flexible work

Flexible work emerged as a key issue during the review, with 12.4% of the
workforce, or 936 employees, on a formal flexible work arrangement as at 31
March 2021 and a further 706 employees on permanent or fixed-term, part-time
arrangements.

Chapter 11 outlines the benefits of flexible work and the experiences of staff
trying to access flexible work at Ambulance Victoria. Chapter 11 also recommends
leading practice approaches for flexible work, which are particularly important
for those with families, disabilities or transitioning to retirement, but ultimately

of benefit to all staff seeking a safe and healthy work-life balance. For operational
staff, the Commission heard that flexible work is still perceived as oppositional to
Ambulance Victoria’s work in providing 24/7 emergency healthcare to Victorians.
However, corporate staff reported significant gains in accessing flexible work,
particularly over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Currently, Ambulance Victoria’s approach to flexible work places a heavy emphasis
on meeting compliance and operational needs over the needs of employees, and
is focussed on meeting the legislative requirements in the Fair Work Act 2009
(Cth). Moving forward, the Commission urges Ambulance Victoria to transform

its approach to flexibility and move beyond a narrow compliance focus by
embedding flexibility across the organisation’s structure, processes and culture.

Ambulance Victoria has made some positive progress towards improving
workplace flexibility through its partially implemented Think Flex First Framework
and People-Based Rostering initiative. These initiatives provide the foundation for
continued progress.

However, there remain significant structural barriers to accessing flexible work
at Ambulance Victoria, particularly for operational staff. One barrier is the shift-
weighting calculator which considers flexible work requests based on ensuring a
fair distribution of shifts, including ‘unsociable’ shifts.

[Gletting a flexible work arrangement is this horrible, long, drawn-out
process where you have to barter and manage, and the Team Manager has
to manage the application process. It has to go to operational resourcing for
review. It has to go to rosters to work out how to put it in place. It has to go
back to resourcing. It has to go back to management for approval. So, as a
result, flexible work agreements are really difficult. Participant, Interview

Operational staff told us about negative attitudes towards flexible work,

and in some cases, not receiving any response to requests for flexible work
arrangements. Ambulance Victoria lacks centrally collected data and monitoring
of flexible work applications, approvals, and rejections. This prevents the
organisation from determining whether it is complying with the law. It also
prevents Ambulance Victoria from determining the nature and scale of the
demand