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WHITE PAPER: The Gender Wage Gap

My husband started off at the same range of pay and he just
completely left me behind. He just went off—his salary just kept
going up and up every year and mine just went up incrementally.
And I would never ever have reached his.
— Academic program coordinator, Mid-Atlantic Seaboard
(Getting Even: Why Women Don’t Get Paid Like Men—and
What to Do About It, Evelyn Murphy, Touchstone, 2005)
Overview
Despite decades of anti-discrimination laws and changes in the policies of companies and businesses
worldwide, women are still not earning as much as men do in the workplace. 1 As such, a gender pay
gap exists across the globe. The size of that gap varies from country to country and is dependent on
many variables. The sobering reality remains, however, that on average, women continue to work for
lower earnings than men. This trend continues despite the striking educational advances of women
relative to men. 2
The numbers speak volumes, with the wage gap ranging from 10-60 percent globally. 3 The gap is
even greater in developing countries where “hundreds of millions of women working in informal and
unprotected work do not appear in any records, and many developing countries do not have the
means, or in some cases the will, to keep national records on the world of work.” 4 In developing
countries, more women than men work in the informal sector, which tends to pay lower wages to
women with “less regulation, safety and security.” 5
The overall pay gap between men and women worldwide, however, may be much higher than
originally estimated by official government figures. Based on a survey by the International Trade
Union Confederation (ITUC) of 300,000 women and men in 20 countries, the 2009 global pay gap is
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at 22% rather than the 16.5 % figure taken in 2008. 6 This may be due to a number of reasons. The
ITUC-report mentions workplace discrimination and occupational segregation. Also the fact that a
higher proportion of women than men are being employed in (often lower paid) part-time work or
below their education level may contribute to the pay gap. Women may (be forced to) choose for
lower paying positions because of the need to combine work with care responsibilities. 7
The global economic crisis is another factor impacting women’s earnings. In this recession, more men
have lost jobs than women have, since men – so far – are disproportionately found in the hardest hit
sectors, such as construction. 8 As a result, even more households are more dependent on women’s
earnings. Unequal pay hurts these households.
In other parts of the world, such as Latin America and the Caribbean, the financial crisis is especially
impacting women and their earnings. 9 In those parts of the world, many women work in industries
that are responsive to economic fluctuations, such as commerce, manufacturing or domestic services.
Although little systematic global data is available so far on how the crisis has changed the distribution
of wages, the crisis seems to have increased wage disparities worldwide. 10
When the wage gap is accumulated over many years for all men and women workers, “the losses to
women and their families are large and can be devastating.” 11 Even with increased time in the labor
market, women cannot make up the loss in lifetime earnings. For this reason and a variety of other
factors, women enter retirement with fewer economic resources than men.
As an organization of business and professional women dedicated to improving the lives of women
and girls in local communities and throughout the world, Soroptimist is committed to working on this
issue. Soroptimist’s exploration of the gender wage gap worldwide is a starting point for dialogue and
education, given the reality that most of the world’s women are poor. Pay equity addresses that
poverty, which ripples out to impact women as well as their families, communities, and the
economies of their nations. When women have increased economic choices, they are empowered in
numerous ways, which also benefits the rest of society.
Wage Gap versus Comparable Worth
Male-female income disparity—referred to as the “gender wage gap,” “the gender earnings gap” and
the “gender pay gap”—is a statistical indicator of women’s wages relative to men’s. This gap only
compares the differences in overall wages earned by men and women. It does not include
comparisons of wages in similar jobs. As a rule, it is usually calculated by dividing the average
annual earnings of women by the average annual earnings of men. 12 It is important to note that the
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gender pay gap is not estimated in a consistent way across all countries, which use different measures
to calculate the gap. 13
In the European Union, for example, the gender wage gap is calculated as the ratio of women’s
average gross hourly wages to men’s. 14 Panama and Australia also calculate the wage gap using
hourly earnings, while most non-European Union countries, such as Japan and El Salvador, calculate
the gap based on monthly earnings. 15 In the USA, median weekly earnings are used to calculate the
gender pay gap. 16 The gender wage gap also varies depending on other issues, such as “labor market
experience, unionization, occupation, industry, educational attainment, and age, among other
factors.” 17
Another policy approach is comparing wages by looking at comparable worth (also called pay
equity). 18 Comparable worth is a concept introduced in the 1980s to explain the effects of job
segregation practices. 19 At the heart of comparable worth is the fact that jobs traditionally done by
women have been systematically undervalued in the marketplace. As a result, jobs disproportionately
held by women are paid less than comparable jobs with the same level of skills and responsibilities
commonly held by males. 20
Fueling the emergence of the comparable worth or pay equity movement were studies revealing that
on average, working women earned 60 cents for every dollar earned by men—a pay gap that had not
changed substantially for several decades. 21 Comparable worth advocates have attributed most of this
earnings differential to the sex-segregation of the workforce, with women dominating lower-paying
occupations such as nursing, retails sales and clerical services. 22
Comparable worth should not be confused with equal pay for equal work. Equal pay requires that
men and women be paid the same when they do the same job. Comparable worth is broader and
addresses equal pay for work of equal value. Jobs do not need to be the same in order to be compared.
The value of work is assessed based on the “composite of skill, effort and responsibility required to
do the job and the working conditions under which the job is performed.” 23
Examples of pay inequity—where jobs of equal value did not receive comparable pay—include those
reported in the City of Mississauga, Ontario, where a male layout artist received $12.44 an hour,
compared to a female computer terminal operator who received $11.39 per hour, an estimated $2,184
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in annual earnings. Similarly, a male acquisitions clerk received $11.39 per hour, while a female
processing clerk earned only $10.42 per hour, at an estimated $1,009 difference in annual wages. 24
In other examples of pay inequity, studies found that secretaries in a substantial portion of U.S. school
districts were being paid considerably less than the (predominantly male) janitors. In Denver, nurses
were making less than gardeners, while school nurses in the West Islip school district of New York
State started at $27,000, with groundsmen starting at $29,000. 25
To date, 46 states in the U.S. have taken action on comparable worth. Twenty have made some pay
equity adjustments and six (Iowa, Minnesota, New York, Oregon, Washington and Wisconsin) have
installed broad-based comparable worth laws for state government employees. 26

“If you’re a young woman who graduated last summer from high
school, you will earn $700,000 less over your working life than
the young man standing in line with you to get his diploma. If
you graduated from college, you’ll lose $1.2 million compared to
the man getting his degree along with you.”
-- Evelyn Murphy, President, The Wage Project
www.womensmedia.com/new/Murphy-Gender-Wage-Gaplosing.shtml

What are Women Earning?
In 2008, 1.2 billion of the 3 billion workers in the world were women. 27 The ongoing global economic
crisis, however, has increased the number of unemployed women worldwide by up to 22 million in
2009, “making decent work for women increasingly difficult.” 28 The recession is pushing women into
jobs that are vulnerable and unstable, adding to the burden that they are “already paid less than men in a
shrinking employment market.” 29
The gender wage gap still plagues the American workforce. Out of 19 countries with membership in the
OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development), the U.S. has the largest gender
earnings gap, save for Austria and Switzerland. In the United States, for example, equal pay for equal
work has been the law since 1963, but women are still paid less than men. Latest Census statistics show
that the gap between men's and women's earnings widened slightly between 2007 and 2008, from 77.8
(generally rounded to 78 percent) to 77 percent. Based on the median earnings of full-time, year-round
workers, women's earnings were $35,745 and men's earnings were $46,367. 30
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According to the Canadian Labour Congress, women in Canada earn 72.5 cents per each dollar earned
by men, representing a gender pay gap of 27.5 percent. 31 The average gender pay gap in 2006 for 30
European countries was 14.5 percent. The Nordic states reported between 14 to 20 percent in the gender
wage gap, with the gap remaining steady or increasing slightly. 32
Japan has one of the largest salary gaps, with women being paid 33 percent less than men. Japan’s
male-female pay inequity edges out its Asian neighbors of South Korea and China, and is double the
world average. 33 Japan’s large wage gap is due, in part, to seniority systems at businesses that ensure
men are promoted more often. In addition, women make up more than two-thirds of all part-time
workers, many staying at home to care for their children, and as such earn minimal wages. 34 In Latin
America and the Caribbean, where most women are employed in low-status, poorly paid work, they
earn on average only about 69 cents of men’s labor income. 35
Causes of the Gender Wage Gap
What accounts for the differences in earnings between women and men? Observable factors can include
education, job experience and hours of work, among other reasons, but these explain no more than 50
percent of the gender wage gap. The remainder—called the residual—points to discrimination. 36
Many of the causes for the gender wage gap interrelate and overlap, and point to this discrimination on
a variety of fronts. At its root is the gender division of labor, which assumes that women’s primary
involvement is in reproduction, unpaid household work, caregiving and unequal power relations at
home. 37 Such activities often restrict women’s employment opportunities, mobility, educational
attainment and skills development. During their lifetime, women spend more time on combined unpaid
and paid work than men do. 38
Many believe that the wage gap is a good measure of the extent of gender wage discrimination, which
can include: occupational segregation; lack of family-friendly workplaces; educational choices that are
often a result of culture/socialization; and women themselves not asking for better pay.
1.) Occupational Segregation: The wage gap exists because many women are still segregated into a
few low-paying jobs. Half of all women workers, for example, are in sales, clerical or service jobs.
Workers in “women’s jobs” are paid less than worker’s in “men’s jobs,” with studies showing that the
more an occupation is dominated by women, the less it pays. 39 Some posit that women are segregated
into certain jobs because of discrimination from employers, male employees or customers. In addition,
women often face barriers in promotion or career development—the glass ceiling—that excludes them
from or segregates them into certain jobs. Furthermore, occupational segregation is reinforced by
31
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traditions and stereotypes that influence and constrain women in choices of education, types of jobs and
employment patterns. 40
2.) Family Life-Work Balance: When it comes to balancing work and family life, women still
experience greater difficulties than men. Studies show that far more women than men choose to take
parental leave to care for children. Because having children often affects women’s career choice, more
women than men work on a part-time basis and take more frequent career breaks than men, which
ultimately has a negative impact on their careers. 41 In addition, the number of children a woman has
impacts her earnings. For women working full-time, having one child does not significantly impact
wages. Two children, however, is estimated to reduce a woman’s paycheck by 10 percent, and three or
more children by 15 percent. 42
Fundamental to these work-family life issues is the extent to which the pay gap is a result of individual
women’s choices, and to what extent “women are constrained by a number of barriers which interact to
hold down women’s pay.” 43 Another powerful reason given for women’s lower wages is that by virtue
of their family role, women are perceived to have less need of income than men. Employers, unions and
governments often see men as “being in need of a living wage, while in contrast, they rarely compare
women to any concept of need” for a decent living wage. 44
In today’s economic recession, however, families are depending on women’s earnings (which are less
than men’s and less likely to come with health insurance) more than ever before. The poor economy
and lack of job creation means that families will need to ensure that they do what they can to keep
parents working; and losing a job because a parent needs some time off to care for a sick child will
create increased hardships for families since finding a new job is now much more difficult. 45 These new
trends should shape what policies are most important to support working families who struggle to
balance being a good employee with being a good caretaker. 46
3.) Educational Choices. Decades ago, women were told that lack of education resulted in the gender
pay gap. But women in some parts of the world have made remarkable gains in education over the last
three decades, graduating from college at the same rate as men and at times, surpassing men in
education. 47 Despite these achievements, there have been only modest improvements in pay equity, and
the gender wage gap continues to impact women. One year out of college, women in the United States
working full time earn only 80 percent as much as their male colleagues earn. Ten years after
graduation, women fall farther behind, earning only 69 percent as much as men earn. 48 Gender
segregation in undergraduate majors and the subsequent segregation of the workforce partly explain the
pay gap after one year and then 10 years. Yet, the pay gap within fields of study and occupations
40
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suggests the answer is not so simple. “After accounting for all factors known to affect wages, about
one-quarter of the gap remains unexplained and may be attributed to discrimination.” 49
In addition, girls may be socialized to choose different subject areas than boys, impacting their career
paths. Some young women have stated that had they been aware of differences in pay rates for jobs
usually done by women as opposed to those done by men, they would have considered a wider range of
educational options. 50 While more women worldwide are gaining access to education, equality in
education is still far from the reality in some underdeveloped parts of the world. 51 In poorer nations,
girls often are constrained by cultural and social norms and are unable to attend school or may not be
able to afford school fees. They also tend to do more work in the home than boys. As a result of these
traditional gender roles, many girls are denied their right to an education. 52
4.) Asking for Better Jobs and Pay. A portion of the pay divide may be because women expect less
and negotiate less pay for themselves than do men. Researchers have found that women expect less and
see the world as having fewer negotiable opportunities. “These learned behaviors and expectations tend
to minimize women’s pay.” 53 For example, one study found that starting salaries for male students
graduating from Carnegie Mellon University with master’s degrees were about 7 percent higher (almost
$4,000) than the starting salaries for similarly qualified women. The study argued the gap “in part
reflects differences in men’s and women’s willingness to negotiate.” 54
Despite the “women don’t ask” theory, in many jobs women have no right to negotiate pay or to know
what anyone else is making. 55 “From car dealerships to retail stores, law offices to telecommunication
firms, employees are required to sign a statement acknowledging that discussing salary with colleagues
is a ‘fire-able offense.’ In some cases, these provisions are a cover so women won’t know they’re
making less than their male colleagues.” 56
5.) Discrimination. Ultimately, the gender wage gap cannot be dismissed as the result of “women’s
choices” in career, educational and family matters. In fact, recent studies show that when all relevant
career and family attributes are taken into account, there is still a significant, unexplained gap in men’s
and women’s earning. So when women make the same career choices as men and work the same hours,
they still earn less. 57
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In addition, women also suffer discrimination in the workplace through the “glass ceiling” (few women
in top management) and the “sticky floor” (women in lowest paid jobs). 58 Sexual harassment
contributes to wage discrimination, where “women leave or lose their jobs, potential raises, promotions,
opportunities and ability to work.” 59
In the largest employment discrimination suit ever filed, female employees sued Wal-Mart for paying
women less than men for similar work, and using an old boys’ network for promotions that prevented
women’s career advancement. One woman alleged that when she complained about the pay disparity,
her manager said that women would never make as much as men because “God made Adam first.”
Another woman alleged that when she applied for a raise, her manager said, “Men are here to make a
career and women aren’t. Retail is for housewives who just need to earn extra money.” 60
The case, Dukes v. Wal-Mart Stores, was filed by six current and former female Wal-Mart employees in
2001 and certified as a class action suit in June 2004. It now represents an estimated 1.5 million female
workers employed by Wal-Mart or its affiliates since December 1998. The plaintiffs in the Wal-Mart
case are asking for punitive damages (no amount has been set), recovery of lost wages and benefits and
an order to reform Wal-Mart employment practices. They claim gender-based discrimination in
decisions affecting promotions, job assignments, pay and training. 61
Statistical analysis of Wal-Mart’s personnel database conducted by expert witnesses for the case found
that from 1996 to 2002 women earned less than men in the same positions: female hourly workers
earned about $1,100 less annually than men in hourly positions, and female managers earned $14,500
less than mage managers, for an average of $5,200 less overall in 2001. 62
Since the lawsuit, Wal-Mart has voluntarily established a $25 million private equity fund to support
women and minority-owned small businesses, among other retributions. In 2005, Wal-Mart appealed
the class action decision to a Circuit Court, which upheld the class-action certification. Wal-Mart has
since asked a larger panel of judges on the Court of Appeals to rehear the case and issue a new decision
on the class certification. For this to happen, all 27 judges must vote for a rehearing. If the court denies
the rehearing, or grants it and the rehearing upholds the class-action certification, Wal-Mart is expected
to appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court. 63
In another landmark case, longtime Goodyear employee Lilly Ledbetter discovered, right before her
retirement, that she had been subjected to gender-based wage discrimination over the previous 19 years.
A former supervisor at a Goodyear plant in Gadsden, Alabama, Ledbetter was paid $3,727 per month.
The lowest paid male area manager was earning $4,286 per month; the highest paid, $5,236. Ledbetter
had been expressly barred by her employer from discussing her salary with her co-workers, who were
racking up raises and bonuses she didn’t know about. She eventually discovered the pay disparity when
someone left her an anonymous tip. When she sued for back wages, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that
Ledbetter had waited too long to sue. The court said she should have brought her case within six
58
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months after her first unequal paycheck—that is, 20 years before she discovered she was the subject of
pay discrimination. 64
On January 29, 2009, President Obama signed the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act into law, reversing the
Supreme Court’s 5-4 ruling in 2007 and restoring the ability of victims of wage discrimination to hold
their employers accountable for injustice and challenge the practice in court. The bill reestablishes the
law’s incentive for employers to correct discriminatory pay practices. Employers will no longer have a
free pass to continue to discriminate against their employees without ever having to worry about being
held accountable. The legislation also makes clear that each discriminatory paycheck is a new act of
discrimination that resets the 180-day limit to file a claim. 65
In addition, The Paycheck Fairness Act (H.R.12 and S.182) was introduced into U.S. Congress in
January 2009 to strengthen the Ledbetter Act and the Equal Pay Act of 1963. One of the most important
aspects of the bill is it will prohibit retaliation against employees who ask about or disclose their wages.
The House passed the Paycheck Fairness legislation in July 2008 and action by the Senate is pending
(as of February 2010). 66
6. Women as invisible labor. The ultimate root cause of the gender wage gap is that “women’s work”
still remains unrecognized, invisible and unpaid. 67 This stems from gender discrimination in most parts
of the world, where many women still do not have a voice in decision-making at home or in society,
even when the matters are directly related to them. 68 Despite that, women remain the backbones of their
families, pillars of community life, caregivers for the sick and elderly, and primary caretakers of the
next generation. 69 In addition to managing households and securing and preparing food, many women
work in farms, factories, marketplaces, mines, sweatshops and offices. 70 Women work more hours on
average than men, and do so mostly in the absence of supportive policies, laws and services. Women’s
equity on all economic and social fronts is critical to the welfare of families, communities and nations
and in everyone’s best interest.
I used to worry about retirement, a lot. I did. Because I had
nothing, when I was a single parent, other than Social Security.
And everybody knows that that’s kind of iffy. All those years
raising my kids by myself, I could put nothing towards my
retirement. Nothing.
— 50-year-old carpenter, New Hampshire
(Getting Even: Why Women Don’t Get Paid Like Men—and
What to Do About It, Evelyn Murphy, Touchstone, 2005)
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Consequences of the Gender Wage Gap
As mentioned, the gender pay gap is caused by a variety of factors but it also causes many problems.
Women’s diminished economic power ripples out in many ways to impact women, children, families,
communities and society as a whole. Some consequences of the pay gap include:
1. Retirement. Because women are shortchanged when it comes to wages, they are shortchanged in
their retirement years as well. Lower wages leave women with less to save or to contribute to an
employer’s retirement plan. In the United States, women will go into retirement with at least
$300,000 less in earnings that their male counterparts. 71 In addition, unmarried women in the
workforce receive on average about $8,000 a year less in retirement income than their male
counterparts.
In the United States, only 30 percent of all older women can count on a pension, compared with 47
percent of men. 72 In addition, more than half of all women 65 or older are widows, divorced or never
married. On average, these women rely on Social Security for 71 percent of their income, compared
with 64 percent of men in similar circumstances. 73
Furthermore, because of a longer life expectancy, women are more likely to experience the loss of
their spouse, live alone in old age and become financially vulnerable. In a survey released by the
Heinz Family Philanthropies, more than 40 percent of women ages 25-55 feared they will live their
retirement years at or near the poverty level. 74
In the United Kingdom, the pension gap between women and men will take 45 years to close
according to the Equal Opportunities Commission. Women in retirement in the UK live on pensions
that are on average, 40 percent less than men. 75 The differences are those cited in most countries: time
spent out of the workplace raising children; lower salaries; more part-time work; and, historically,
earning less than their male counterparts.
The disparity between women and men’s income exists in both pension/retirement plan participation
and pension account accumulation. Part-time workers, who are disproportionately women, are much
less likely to participate in an employer-sponsored savings or retirement plan. The most common
reasons cited are that an employer did not offer a pension plan, and that by virtue of working parttime women did not work enough hours to be included in that plan. 76
In developing countries, many women work in informal economies, e.g., agriculture and trade of
products or services, and continue to work until very old age in precarious jobs with no social security
or health-care benefits. Women in poorer parts of the world are usually dependent on the male’s
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income. However, women generally outlive men, and as a result, are often are more likely to be
poor. 77
2. Feminization of poverty. Because more women are paid lower wages than men are paid, this
wage disparity contributes to poverty among women. “Society pays a high price for maintaining the
current system of compensating women on a lower pay scale than men, a price that will only rise in
the future as poverty claims more women through single parenthood and old age.” 78 Poverty
compromises women’s and their families’ access to food, shelter, health care, social inclusion and
dignity. Women of all ages make up 70 percent of the world’s 1.3 billion very poor—those who live
on the equivalent of less than US$1 per day, and poverty is often worsened in old age. 79
3. Impact on children and families. Working families in the United States lose $200 billion of
income annually to the wage gap. 80 If the wage gap were eliminated in the United States, annual
family incomes would increase, on average, by more than $4,000 and the poverty rate would be cut in
half. 81 In addition, when women earn equitable pay, not only do they have more control over their
education, health and household resources, but they work to improve their children’s well-being.
“Studies from developing and developed countries consistently show that when mothers have greater
control over resources, more resources are allocated to food and to children’s health and education.” 82
Furthermore, in millions of U.S. families, the breadwinner today is a woman. With unemployment
rising precipitously during the economic recession, especially for men, it is becoming increasingly
urgent to “focus on the kinds of jobs that women workers hold and ensuring that these jobs offer fair
pay and fair benefits.” 83
4. Impact on countries. Gender discrimination, especially with wages, has widespread ramifications
and clear economic costs for nations. To the extent that discrimination contributes to the gap between
women’s and men’s wages, the gender wage gap is a drain on productivity. 84 Some economists and
labor experts believe this could spell trouble for a global economy. 85 For example, the Asia-Pacific
region is losing $42-$47 billion per year because of restrictions on women’s access to employment
opportunities. 86 In Canada, the Gross Domestic Product would rise significantly in decades if women
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participated in the work force on an equal basis with men. 87 In short, women’s diminished economic
power has detrimental effects on society as a whole, and decent work and decent wages for women
remains a necessity for both economic development and as a worthy goal in its own right. Most areas
of the world, however, have a long way to go in full economic integration of women and realizing
their untapped potential for economic development. 88
Solutions to the Gender Pay Gap
The gender pay gap is a complex problem, calling for multi-level solutions. Some of these measures
include:
1.) Education. One of the most important strategies for ensuring that girls and boys will have equal
income-earning opportunities as adults is to give them equal access to education. 89 Also needed is
promotion of careers in science, technology, engineering and mathematics in ways that appeal to
women and girls, as well as encouraging girls to take advanced courses in mathematics. 90 In addition,
increasing resources for non-traditional skills training and improving access to vocational training—
especially for single mothers—is critical. Also important is providing information to girls and young
women still in school about career options, as too many have been discouraged from pursuing higher
education and/or job training for occupations not traditionally held by women. 91
Girls and women, however, should feel free to study for careers in teaching, nursing and caregiving,
and other so-called “pink ghetto” jobs, and not view this work as demeaning or insignificant. Jobs do
not need to be defined as successful “solely in terms of the money, prestige and obvious power
available in some traditionally male jobs.” 92 A world with nurses and teachers is equally as important
as a world with lawyers and accountants. These jobs need to be financially remunerated and valued
according to the work itself and not according to gender.
While women and girls in developed nations have made great strides with education, sometimes
surpassing men, school curriculums in developing countries need to be free of gender biases. As
such, governments, parents and international donors “must work together to ensure that schools are
girl-friendly.” This includes, among other measures, ensuring there are schools near girls’ homes (to
mitigate long and dangerous commutes) and making school facilities safe from gender-based
violence. 93
2.) Supporting working families. Long work hours have a disproportionate impact on women
because they are still the main care providers, “thus reducing their options as to whether they work,
where they work and in what types of jobs they work.” 94 As such, governments, industry and
87
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businesses need to create more family-friendly workplaces and workplace policies. The issue is
critical as it impacts women’s earnings, and as such, work places need to consider more flexible
hours; provide parental leave and paid leaves of absence for sickness and family care; offer
affordable, high-quality childcare arrangements; and encourage the development of more part-time
jobs that pay well and also have good benefits. 95 Not only are such policies/benefits good for working
mothers, but they also benefit businesses that need to attract a female workforce if they want to
survive the retirement of large numbers of “baby boomers.”
In addition, if working mothers earned as much as men, their income would increase by 17 percent
and their poverty rate would halve from 25.3 percent to 12.6 percent. 96 Also needed are supports for
women-headed households. “Families headed by single mothers who face discrimination and lower
earnings in the labor market are much more likely to live in poverty.” 97 Therefore, these women need
improved childcare support and access to vocational training. 98
While many businesses provide family-friendly environments, the culture of that organization may
still foster backlash, guilt and discrimination. 99 Some women workers feel that organizations pay lip
service to family-friendly policies, but there remains an unspoken feeling that employees who use
these policies are not as committed to the organization. Others have stated that while employers offer
balanced work/personal policies on paper, employees often find it difficult to take advantage of these
policies in reality. 100
3.) Better data and analysis. Although there are sufficient studies to show that women tend to work
more and earn less than men, more detailed analyses of the issue are needed. As such, governments
need to collect and share reliable national earnings data from which the respective national gender
pay gaps can be calculated and compared. This would allow the “identification of possible ways of
dealing with the problem in a targeted manner and to identify possible improvements to existing legal
frameworks likely to lead to a significant reduction in the pay gap.” 101
4.) Training women to ask for more pay. Women need to assume that most things in their lives are
negotiable, and that they don’t have to accept the status quo as rigid and settle for what they’re
offered. 102 “This one mental adjustment can produce extraordinary results for women.” 103 In addition
to thinking of the world as a more negotiable place, women can begin thinking differently about
negotiation—seeing it as an opportunity to benefit everyone involved rather than as an aggressive or
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adversarial act. “In this way, they can reframe their negotiations in ways that make them feel more
comfortable with the whole process.” 104
Today’s younger generation of women, may be more comfortable with discussing their salaries and
their earning power as a whole, and as such, may negotiate for better salaries. For these women,
salary information is openly discussed, at least among friends.105 Several workers under 25 said that
“greater salary transparency among friends only makes sense in an age when so much information is
freely available online.” 106 Such sharing of salary information helps women to know when to push for
a raise, when to start looking for another job or when it might be necessary to pursue legal action. 107
Global Solutions
In industrialized countries some success has been made in closing the gender pay gap over the last 40
years. 108 According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development in Paris, in the
late 1990s—the latest period for which comparable global data are available—the gender wage gap
was narrowest in Belgium, France, Sweden and Italy, where full-time female workers earned 83 to 90
cents for each $1 earned by men. 109 New Zealand was the most equal in terms of wage, with women
making 91 percent of men’s average income. 110
In most countries, employers are obliged to make special efforts to equalize the status of women and
men in the workplace. 111 Politics, attitudes and practices, however, differ from country to country. In
Greece, for example, the issue of equal pay is new, while in Austria the debate is ongoing. 112 But
according to one Austrian report, the male breadwinner family model still dominates, an obstacle for
women’s participation in the labor market. 113
In addition, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
guarantees women equality before the law and establishes specific measures to eradicate
discrimination against women in all areas of their lives, including employment. 114 Another document,
the International Labour Organization (ILO) Equal Remuneration Convention No. 100 calls for
governments to promote and ensure the application of “the principle of equal remuneration for men
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and women workers for work of equal value.” 115 Thus far, 161 member States have ratified this
convention, but enforcement and actual practice still need improvement. 116
Despite some pay equity progress, primarily in developed countries in North America and Europe, for
the most part, “existing labor mechanisms have not made significant progress in remedying this
global gender pay gap.” 117 As such, more needs to be done to ensure discrimination does not exclude
women from decent work and fair wages.
Conclusions
Discrimination and lesser opportunities for women and girls are deeply engrained in most societies
and cultures throughout the world. As such, the persistence of the gender pay gap is “a sign that
women continue to be affected by direct and indirect discrimination and inequalities in the labor
market” and that women are prevented from fulfilling their working potential. 118 While the gender
pay gap is a complex and multi-layered problem, it nonetheless requires the political and collective
will from governments, employers, employees and their representatives in order to improve the
situation.
While each country must make its own decisions based on cultural practices, structures and priorities,
it becomes increasingly clear that gender-based biases are detrimental to today’s global marketplace
and must hold no place in society’s collective future. 119 With all parties committed and working
toward pay equity, the overall well-being of society would be enhanced, as would women’s
empowerment on many levels.
In addition, the ongoing global financial crisis is an opportunity to drive new ways of thinking on
economic and social policies, since “women are much more integrated into the world of work than
ever before.” 120 The impact on the unpaid family care work that women are mostly responsible for,
which may expand as the crisis worsens, is another basic challenge to address. It may further limit
their access to labor markets if policies to improve sharing of work-family responsibilities are not
forthcoming. 121
Not only is a “top-down commitment” required to change the situation, so is the commitment from
women—and the men who care about them—to act together. 122 As such, women and men must put
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pressure on chief executives, and their bosses, to ensure fair pay for women. In addition, each woman
has a responsibility to act by standing up for herself to ensure that she is being paid fairly. 123
Soroptimist Programs
Soroptimist is an international volunteer organization for business and professional women who work
to improve the lives of women and girls, in local communities and throughout the world. Clubs
undertake a number of different projects to confront economic and social realities facing women, both
locally and throughout the world. Projects help women on a variety of fronts that impact their
working lives, including: providing education and job-skills training, which leads to better
employment opportunities; confronting domestic violence in the workplace; and helping women in
the wake of natural and man-made disasters. As an organization, Soroptimist supports the following
programs:
Soroptimist Women’s Opportunity Awards—The Women’s Opportunity Awards improves the
lives of women by giving them the resources they need to upgrade their education, skills and
employment prospects. Each year, Soroptimist clubs in 19 countries and territories assist women in
overcoming personal difficulties and improving their lives through education and skills training. The
women, who provide the primary source of financial support for their families, may use the cash
award to offset any costs associated with their efforts to attain higher education, including books,
childcare and transportation. Club recipients become eligible for additional cash awards at other
levels of the organization, including three $10,000 finalist awards.
Many Women’s Opportunity Award recipients have overcome enormous obstacles in their quest for a
better life, including poverty, domestic violence and substance abuse. Each year, more than $1
million is disbursed through awards at various levels of the organization to help women achieve their
dreams of a better life for themselves and their families. Since the Women’s Opportunity Awards
program began in 1972, it is estimated that $20 million has been disbursed and more than 22,500
women have been assisted.
Soroptimist Club Grants for Women and Girls – Often the abilities and ambitions of individual
Soroptimist clubs exceed their financial resources. The organization introduced the Soroptimist Club
Grants for Women and Girls in 1997 to assist with community projects that improve the lives of
women and girls. For the 2009-2010 club year, Soroptimist funded $175,000 in club grants to 31
Soroptimist clubs for new or ongoing projects that foster economic independence for women and
girls. Projects include funding a micro-enterprise artisan project for low-income women, teaching
marketable job skills to women with disabilities and providing services to women who are domestic
abuse survivors.
Listed below are some examples of grant-funded Soroptimist club projects that address the issue of a
gender wage gap by providing support for women in school and by creating education and
employment opportunities for them.
Guarapuava, Brazil
Recipes for Life
In 2009, Soroptimist International of Guarapuava received a $10,000 Soroptimist Club Grant to
expand production capabilities at an existing commercial bakery that trains and employs women, thus
providing them with a living wage.
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Coronado, CA, USA
Live Your Dream: Helping Women Stay in School
In 2008, Soroptimist International of Coronado received a $2,000 Soroptimist Club Grant to purchase
emergency gift cards for low-income women struggling to stay in school. The women can use the
cards to purchase any number of needed items, such as food, gas, books, supplies and/or childcare
services. Soroptimists also support these women by providing free tutoring services for them.
Valenzuela, Philippines
Soroptimist Skills Scholars
In 2008, Soroptimist International Valenzuela received a $2,000 Soroptimist Club Grant to provide
skills training certificate courses for low-income women. The certificate courses include medical
transcription and computer literacy. Soroptimists facilitate and manage the training courses.
Greenville, SC, USA
Dare to Succeed
In 2007, Soroptimist International of Greenville received a $7,000 Soroptimist Club Grant to
purchase computers, printers, office furniture and supplies to create a classroom within a residence
for women recovering from substance abuse. Soroptimists teach computer skills courses, GED
preparation classes and help women find employment.
Mandaluyong, Philippines
Participatory Project
In 2007, Soroptimist International of Mandaluyong received a $5,000 Soroptimist Club Grant. They
used these funds to establish a training program for women who want to start their own business.
Funds were also used to establish a micro-financing program to help women get started on their own.
Soroptimists supervise the training program.
Playas de Tijuana, Mexico
Women Working for Their Future
In 2006, Soroptimist International of Playas de Tijuana received a $10,000 Soroptimist Club Grant.
They used this grant to remodel and expand a day care center for the children of low-income women
attending school or job training courses. Soroptimist further supported these women by volunteering
their time as child care providers.
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