
  

Gender Pay Gap Measurement in Northern Ireland: 
A Discussion Paper 

  

 April 2009
  

 
  

   
R  S     

 
 
 
Alan McClelland 
OFMdFM 
Equality Directorate Research Branch 
 



 

1 
 

 
 

 1. Introduction 
 
A perennial danger of marrying statistical 
indicators as measures of progress to 
policy or legislative objectives is the curse 
of the Curate’s Egg.  That is, very often 
the combination of policy objectives and 
statistical indicators is good (and bad) in 
parts. 
 
It is however axiomatic that for something 
to be measured statistically, that 
‘something’ requires clarity in definition to 
enable it to be measured in a robust 
manner. The selection of statistical 
indicators of policy progress is often the 
outworking of a range of pragmatic, often 
conflicting, choices. Key to these choices 
however is the selection of statistical 
indicators that are easily understood by all 
involved, yet powerful enough to 
meaningfully convey changes that occur. 
 
The selection of a gender pay gap 
statistical measure(s) represents one such 
instance of conflicting pragmatic choices.  
 
The gender pay gap statistics currently 
reported in relation to the NI Public 
Service Agreement (PSA7 Making 
People’s Lives Better) to “Introduce 
measures to work towards the total 
elimination of the gender pay gap” are: 
 

• the ratio of female to male full time 
median hourly pay excluding overtime 
(97% at 2008); 

• the ratio of female to male part time 
median hourly pay excluding overtime 
(103% at 2008);  

• the ratio of female to male full time 
median weekly pay excluding overtime 
(93% at 2008); and 

• the ratio of female to male part time 
median weekly pay excluding overtime 
(112% at 2008). 

 
There are five issues which deserve 
mention with these statistics from the 
outset. Firstly, the measures are whole 
population ratio measures and not 
measures of absolute difference. 
Secondly, the comparison of females to 
males and not females to all employees 
explicitly identifies the benchmark for 
female pay as male pay. Thirdly, each 
measure relates specifically, and 
separately, to full time or part time 
employed males and females and 
inevitably reflects the relative employment 

characteristics associated with each. 
Fourthly, the statistical choice is the 
median and not the mean on the basis that 
the median, as a measure of central 
tendency, is less affected by extreme high 
or low values. Fifthly, and finally, the 
measures exclude hourly overtime pay 
which may be at higher rates to basic 
hourly pay and which applies to a higher 
proportion of males than females. 
 
On these measures therefore, even before 
attempting to consider the myriad inter-
connected factors which drive gender pay 
differences, the relatively simple statistics 
above have (at least) five inherent 
measurement perspectives which reflect 
directly on what is being measured and 
how it is being reported. 
 
Additionally, in respect of gender pay 
differences, it is important to attempt to 
disentangle the extent to which observed 
outcomes reflect variation, inequality or 
inequities or indeed some combination of 
all three (McClelland, 2008). 
 
In order to better consider what is being 
measured, the gender pay gap and the 
selection of statistics to reflect it would 
benefit from consideration within a broader 
context. 



 

2 
 

 
 

 

2. Pay, Earnings and Income 
 
2.1 Defining what we mean 
 
In common parlance, ‘pay’ relates to 
remuneration for employment. There is 
however a common sense distinction to be 
made between the term ‘pay’ on the one 
hand, and ‘earnings’ on the other. The 
Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings 
(ASHE)

 
publications for NI for instance, 

refer to hourly, weekly and annual 
earnings.  
 
The ASHE is a UK wide sample survey 
that provides a wide range of information 
on hourly, weekly and annual earnings by 
gender, work pattern, industry and 
occupation including public and private 
sector pay comparisons. The sample used 
covers approximately 1% of all employees 
in Northern Ireland who were covered by 
Pay As You Earn schemes. 
 
In reference to gender comparisons, the 
ASHE report indicates that whilst various 
methods can be used to measure the 
earnings of women relative to men, the 
Office for National Statistics and DETI 
prefer to use hourly earnings excluding 
overtime. Including overtime can distort 
the picture as men work relatively more 
overtime than women. Importantly 
however, whilst median hourly pay 
provides a useful comparison of men’s 
and women’s earnings, they do not reveal 
differences in rates of pay for comparable 
jobs. These measures do not allow for the 
different employment characteristics of 
men and women, such as the proportion in 
different occupations and their length of 
time in jobs.  
 
The common-sense distinction between 
pay and earnings could be operationalised 
by the coverage and content of Equal Pay 
legislation. The Equal Pay Act (Northern 
Ireland) 1970 as amended applies equally 
to men and women. It provides for equal 
pay between men and women by giving, to 
take a woman as the example, a woman 
the right to equality in terms of her contract 
of employment where she is employed on: 

• like work to that of a man; 

• work rated as equivalent to that of a 
man; or  

• work of equal value to that of a man. 

The statistical measure which would 
appear to best fit the coverage of the 
legislation is therefore hourly rates of pay 
excluding overtime given the potential 
confounding effect of differences in actual 
hours worked between men and women. 
To all intents and purposes therefore the 
‘gender pay gap’ could be articulated as 
difference, or similarity, between hourly 
rates of pay excluding overtime.  
 
On that basis, earnings could be taken as 
reflecting the combination of basic hourly 
pay with the number of hours worked. 
Earnings in turn can, and are, reported by 
the ASHE in terms of a weekly and annual 
basis. The coverage of the Equal Pay Act 
does not appear to naturally extend to 
weekly and annual earnings on the basis 
that these measures, reasonably and on 
an all other things being equal basis, also 
reflect issues of choice (both free and 
‘forced’).  
 
Income, by contrast, reflects a broader 
measurement concept referring to all 
sources of income in addition to earnings 
including: social security benefits and tax 
credits; income from savings and 
investments; income from annuities, 
private pensions and so on.  
 
Importantly, income could represent for 
some individuals and families, all other 
sources of income excluding pay and 
earnings. That is, the impact of the Equal 
Pay Act is directed at employers and those 
in employment and may contribute to 
changes in both pay and earnings. The 
Act cannot impact on non-employment 
based income, on people not in 
employment, or households in which no-
one is in employment. 
 
Measurement of household income 
represents a potential difficulty in applying 
directly to men and women or indeed any 
individual member within a household. 
That is, a household in its entirety can 
generate income from a variety of sources 
and that generation of income can be 
disproportionately contributed by one 
member of the household. However, in 
household income measurement terms, all 
members of the household are considered 
to benefit equally from the household 
income and this is the basis on which 
income poverty estimates are generated. 
The nature of the distribution of income 
within households of different types 
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remains something of an enigma and this 
is unsurprising given the considerable 
challenges faced to research. 
 
Figure 1 outlines a tiered taxonomy of pay, 
earnings and income and the hierarchy 
involved given the discussion above. 
 
Figure 1: Taxonomy for pay, earnings and income 

 
Put another way, with hourly pay gap 
figures at a population level, it could be 
possible for there to be no observable 
hourly gender pay gap (anywhere), but for 
there to remain significant weekly and 
annual earnings and income differences 
between genders. Another way of putting 
this is that, at a household income level, it 
could be possible for there to be no 
household income differences in any 
specific comparison, but for there to be 
underlying gender pay and earnings 
differences. 
 
Figure 2: Gender pay gap ratio measurement options 

- The number of male part time employees is too 
small to generate a robust estimate 
Source: ASHE 2008 
 
 
 
 

2.2 Scoping the options 
 
As indicated above, the Equal Pay Act 
does not specify a statistical measure in 
relation to the gender pay gap rather the 
focus of the legislation could be 
paraphrased as ‘equal pay for equal work’. 
There are therefore a broad range of pay 
and earnings which individually and/or 
collectively could be said to describe and 
measure the gender pay gap.  
 
Some of these population-wide pay and 
earnings measures are outlined in Figure 
2. The examples here all utilise the 
median as the measure in preference to 
the mean. As rehearsed above, the 
median represents a better measure of 
central tendency in these distributions 
given that it is unaffected by extremes of 
high or low pay or earnings. 
 
As Figure 2 indicates, the various 
combinations of full time or part time 
status, the benchmark comparator used, 
hourly, weekly or annual perspectives, 
yields 24 individual measures all 
potentially reflecting the gender pay gap. 
 
The most common gender pay gap 
measure reported is the ratio of female to 
male full time hourly pay excluding 
overtime. On that basis women’s hourly 
pay is 97% of males. As Figure 2 
indicates, the ratio drops to 92% for 
weekly earnings excluding overtime, 88% 
for weekly earnings including overtime; 
and 87% for gross annual earnings.  
 

These changes all reflect the relative 
difference between men and women both 
in terms of contracted basic hours and in 
terms of the amount of paid overtime. 
 

 
Pay 

(hourly rate) 

 
 

 
 

Earnings 
(hourly rate x hours worked) 

 
 

 

 

Income 
(earnings plus income from all other sources) 
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As Figure 3 indicates, full time women 
work 96% of basic male hours and 94% of 
total male hours including overtime. Part 
time women however work 116% of basic 
male part time hours with a similar ratio for 
total part time hours. 
 
Figure 3: Ratio of hours worked 
 

 
Source: ASHE 2008 
 
2.3 What do the measures reflect? 
 
There is no ‘correct’ measure, or 
combination of measures, to adopt in 
respect of the gender pay gap as outlined 
in Figure 2.  
 
Each potential measure reflects the impact 
of specific combinations of factors and as 
a result specific perspectives on the 
gender pay gap. 
 
The ratio of female to male full time 
median hourly pay gap is the 
commonest version of the pay gap 
reported. This measure, as discussed 
above, appears to best fit the intention and 
coverage of the Equal Pay Act given that it 
is more of a like-for-like comparison, 
albeit, at a population level and as such 
‘averages’ the nuanced gender picture 
underpinning it. The overall measure does 
not reflect the range and variety of hourly 
pay ratios seen within different industrial 
sectors, or within different occupational 
groupings which may be the result of a 
range of disparate factors. The weekly and 
annual variants of this measure all reflect 
the impacts of hours worked and the 
underlying differences between men and 
women. 
 
The female to male part time median 
hourly pay gap is also commonly used as 
a gender pay gap measure presumably on 
the basis as discussed in relation to the 
Equal Pay Act above. As discussed below 
however, the significant labour market 
differences, above and beyond those 

already apparent for full time employees, 
poses real questions as to the utility of this 
measure, certainly at a population level. 
That is, male part time workers may be so 
atypical to female part time workers, who 
comprise the vast majority of this labour 
market group, to question the validity and 
utility of the comparison. As with the full 
time hourly measure, the part time 
measure, also appears to reflect the 
variation in hours worked between men 
and women. 
 
The ratio of all female to all male 
employees pay gap as expected, 
significantly reduces the ratio of women’s 
pay compared to that of men collapsing, 
as it does, both full time and part time 
employees. Given this measure conflates 
the separate and different factors 
contributing to the full and part time 
outcomes, the explanatory power of this 
measure is greatly restricted. To 
understand and account for any changes 
observed with this measure, a necessary 
first step would be to examine the full time 
and part time pay gap variants separately. 
 
The option of comparing female full time 
employees to all full time employees is 
similar to the measure commonly reported 
as the gender pay gap. The sole 
difference here is the benchmark or 
denominator which, instead of male pay, is 
all employee pay. As expected, this 
measure greatly reduces the pay gap on 
all variants ‘averaging’ as it does male and 
female pay. Whilst the Equal Pay Act 
relates to both men and women, the 
natural focus, and the impetus to the 
legislation, is discriminatory payment of 
women compared to men. It is unlikely on 
that basis that this measure would 
generate much immediate appeal however 
such comparisons are frequently adopted 
for other grounds and issues. 
 
The comparison of female full and part 
time employees separately to all full 
and part time employees also reduces 
the pay gaps on all variants compared to 
the ‘traditional’ part time hourly pay gap 
measure however this measure is subject 
to the impacts discussed above. 
 
Summary 
 
As discussed, there is no ‘correct’ 
measure or measures of the gender pay 
gap. Any decision on which measure or 
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combination of measures should be relied 
upon will reflect the outworking of the 
range of pragmatic policy and 
methodological choices impacting. It is 
important however, in considering which of 
the various measures of the gender pay 
gap to select, to consider which factors will 
be highlighted more or less by the specific 
measures selected. In this respect, it 
would be helpful to place the decision 
making process in the wider labour 
market, societal, and policy contexts. 
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3. Labour Market, Educational 
and Societal Context 
 
3.1 Employment 
 
The relative labour market position of men 
and women in NI is well rehearsed and 
represents a significantly gendered picture 
inter alia: 
 
Economic inactivity 
The overall level of working age economic 
inactivity in 2008 indicated that females 
continue to have a much higher rate of 
working age economic inactivity compared 
to males with one-third (33%) of females 
of working age economically inactive 
compared to one in five (21%) males. 
 
For males, the main reasons for economic 
inactivity in order of impact are 
disability/illness, and being a student. For 
females, the main reasons for economic 
inactivity in order of impact are: 
family/home caring responsibilities, with 
similar numbers inactive due to 
illness/disability or being a student. 
Economic inactivity rates are directly 
influenced by whether women have 
children, how many children they have and 
the age of those children (ERINI, 2004). 
 
In relation to those of working age who are 
economically inactive, just over one in ten 
(14% of women and 13% of men) in 2008 
said they would like a job. 
 
Employment levels 
The numbers of those of working age in 
employment has risen slowly and steadily 
over recent years with that growth 
reflected by both males and females. 
However, the gap between males and 
females in terms of the proportion of each 
in employment has remained relatively 
stable with, in 2008, three-quarters (75%) 
of working age men in employment 
compared to 65% of working age females. 
 
Employment status 
Part-time working is overwhelmingly a 
female preserve with 8% of males in 2008 
working part-time compared to 38% of 
females. 
 
Females therefore comprise the majority 
of those working part-time (83%) and the 
majority of these part time females (78%) 
say they do not want a full time job. 
 

Occupation 
The occupational distribution of males and 
females in the workplace is highly 
gendered. The largest group (33%) of 
males work either in skilled trade 
occupations or within process, plant and 
machine occupations. The single largest 
group of employed females (45%), by 
contrast, work within administrative or 
secretarial, personal service, or sales and 
customer service occupations. 
 
Industry 
As might be expected given the 
occupational profile above, the industrial 
composition is highly gendered with 91% 
of females compared to 63% of males 
working within the service sector. One in 
five (20%) males, work within 
manufacturing. 
 
Public and Private sectors 
As Dignan (2006) indicated, for full-time 
women, the NI-wide whole economy 
hourly earnings gap is narrow because a 
higher proportion of full-time women 
compared to men, work in higher paying 
than in lower paying industries and this is 
mainly a public sector effect. 
 
Monitoring figures for 2007 published by 
the Equality Commission for Northern 
Ireland indicate that women make up 60% 
of public sector full time workers and 77% 
of public sector part time workers. In terms 
of overall composition therefore, the public 
sector is heavily gendered particularly 
when benchmarked against population 
economic activity rates for each sex. 
  
Unemployment levels 
Taken as a percentage of the 
economically active, unemployment levels 
in 2008 stood at 2% for women and 5% for 
men. 
  
Summary 
The relative labour market position of 
women and men and their respective 
levels of engagement clearly reflect a 
broad range of factors. It is beyond the 
scope of this paper to detail the 
complexities underpinning the observed 
labour market outcomes nevertheless this 
pattern of labour market engagement, has 
a direct impact on the selection of gender 
pay gap measures for public policy 
purposes. 
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3.2 Education 
 
The strongly gendered picture associated 
with the labour market is also evident in 
relation to education inter alia: 
 
School leavers 
Females leaving school tend to be better 
qualified than males and are more likely to 
progress to higher education. In 2006/07, 
56% of girls left school with at least one A- 
level and 53% with two or more A-levels, 
compared with 39% and 37% of boys.  
 
Only 2% of girls left school with no GCSE 
qualifications compared to 5% of boys. 
71% of girls left school with at least 5 
GCSE grades A*-C compared with 58% of 
boys. 
 
Further and higher education 
After leaving school 75% of girls 
progressed to further or higher education 
compared to 57% of boys (2006/07). 
 
In 2006/07, the participation rate of 16 and 
17 year olds in full-time education or 
vocational training was 97% for females, 
88% for males and 92% overall. 
 
60% of all students enrolled at NI 
universities are women (2006/07). Of all 
enrolments at NI Further Education 
Colleges, 55% are female (2006/07). 
 

Of those full-time undergraduates enrolled 
on the first year of science courses at the 
NI universities 41% of students are female 
(2006/07). In the first year of non-science 
subjects 64% of full-time undergraduates 
at the NI universities are women 
(2006/07). 
 
In the first year of medicine & dentistry and 
subjects allied to medicine, 80% of full- 
time undergraduates at the NI universities 
are female (2006/07). Women at Northern 
Ireland universities accounted for 16% of 
first degree graduates in engineering and 
technology, 29% in mathematics and 
computing science and 56% in physical 
science in 2006/07. 
 
In medicine and dentistry and related 
subject areas, 84% of total enrolments at 
the NI Further Education Colleges are 
female (2006/07). 
 
In non science subjects, 64% of all 
enrolments at NI Further Education 

Colleges are women (2006/07). In 
mathematical and computing sciences, 
57% of total enrolments at NI Further 
Education Colleges are female (2006/07). 
 
Of the total enrolments on science courses 
at the NI Further Education Colleges, 35% 
are female (2006/07). 
 
Summary 
The gendered picture in relation to 
education and qualifications in NI is as 
strong as that in relation to the labour 
market although its converse in many 
ways. The underlying educational 
qualification base of women has been, and 
continues, to improve relative to men. 
Whether, and the extent to which, the 
current overall gender pay gap measures 
reflect this reality is a pertinent question.  
 
3.3 Northern Ireland and GB/UK labour 
market and pay comparisons 
 
It is beyond the scope of this brief paper to 
detail the many differences between NI 
and GB/UK in relation to the issues 
covered above. Needless to say the 
differences are many, and it is the nature 
of these differences which must be borne 
in mind in relation to the suitability and 
validity of any comparisons of NI with 
GB/UK (Figure 4).  
 
The comparison of figures indicates the 
extent of the regional differences between 
NI and GB/UK.  Other differences are 
apparent and will impact on the shape and 
nature of pay gap measures between the 
jurisdictions including: occupational and 
industrial sector differences; the proportion 
of all employment provided by the public 
sector; and the proportions and relative 
positions of women in public sector 
employment between the various 
jurisdictions.  
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Figure 4: Selected Northern Ireland and GB/UK 
comparisons 

Source: DETI (various) 
 
Additionally, key differences between NI 
and GB/UK are demographic and include: 
the younger age profile of the NI 
population; the larger average household 
size in NI; and the higher proportion of 
dependent children in NI households. 
 
3.4 Income and poverty 
 
Inevitably, the differences between men 
and women in pay and earnings reflecting 
differences in participation within, and 
connectivity to, the labour market, 
translates into differences in the risk of 
experiencing income poverty. Figure 5 
indicates that women have an elevated 
risk of income poverty compared to men 
although children, have the highest overall 
poverty risk. 
 
The drivers of the difference in poverty risk 
between men and women are numerous 
and include: 
 

• Out-working of the differences in 
labour market participation, pay and 
earnings; 

• Lone parenthood; 

• Marital/relationship breakdown; 

• Widowhood; 

• Differences in longevity; and 

• Differences in the levels of state 
benefits and tax credit receipt for 
income. 

Figure 5: Income poverty risk in both NI and UK 
 

 
Source: Households Below Average Income 
2006/07, DSD 
 

It is additionally possible to consider 
differences between women’s and men’s 
average individual incomes. 

The DSD individual income series report 
for 2005/06 highlights that average income 
for women in Northern Ireland was 65% 
that for men in 2005/06. Other key findings 
include: 

• The median total individual income for 
women was £172 per week, compared 
to £265 for men. 

• For women, 64% of income was 
sourced from earnings (employment 
and self employment); 24% from 
benefits; 4% from Non-State 
Pensions. 

• For men, 79% of income was sourced 
from earnings (employment and self-
employment); 11% from benefits; 6% 
from Non-State Pensions. 

• Women looking after the family and/or 
home contributed 11% of total family 
income. 

• For families with incomes under £300 
per week, three fifths of total family 
income came from men’s income. 

 
These outcomes broadly reflect the drivers 
highlighted previously for differences in 
male and female poverty risk. 

Care is needed when interpreting 
individual income data. Individual incomes 
within households do not necessarily 
represent the levels of income which men 
and women within these households have 
access to.  

For example, in a couple household where 
the man works and the woman is 
economically inactive, the woman's 
individual income contribution to the 
household may be relatively low.  
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Nevertheless, calculation of income 
poverty rates is based upon household 
income and the assumption that 
household income is shared equally within 
a household for the equal benefit of all 
within the household.  

As indicated previously, there is little 
research or statistical evidence in relation 
to how this operates in practice. The 
paucity in this evidence base is 
unsurprising given the considerable 
methodological and ethical difficulties 
involved in researching this issue. 

From these individual income figures, it is 
clear that in the event of relationship 
breakdown, the female within the 
relationship is invariably at greater risk of 
being placed in a more disadvantaged 
situation in terms of income and this too 
contributes to the gender difference in 
poverty risk. 

3.5 Social norms and attitudes 
 
It has often been remarked that people in 
NI hold, and practice, ‘conservative’ 
attitudes and behaviours. These social 
norms, attitudes and behaviours are in 
turn an additional contribution to the 
gendered outcomes discussed previously 
including labour market, gender pay and 
earning outcomes. 
 
The Northern Ireland Life and Times 
Survey, reports that women spend a 
disproportionate amount of time on 
housework compared to men. Almost two-
thirds (63%) of women spend 11 or more 
hours a week on housework compared to 
13% of men. Unsurprisingly, the majority 
(73%) of women in NI when asked, said 
that they did more than their fair share of 
housework. 
 
The difference between men and women 
in relation to who usually or always does a 
range of household chores is stark. 
Whether meal preparation; cleaning; 
grocery shopping; looking after sick family 
members; or laundry, women usually or 
always complete them. The one 
household chore which proved the 
exception to the rule was in who made 
small repairs around the house in which 
case the gendered ‘roles’ were reversed. 
 
Unsurprisingly, higher proportions of 
women than men thought that men ought 

to do a larger share of household work 
and child care than they do.  
 
In recognition perhaps of conflicting 
pressures on men in balancing work and 
family life, when asked, the majority of 
both men (63%) and women (57%) agreed 
that family life often suffers because men 
concentrate too much on their work. 
 
To place all these attitudes and 
behaviours in context however, when 
asked, similar proportions of men (88%) 
and women (90%) said that they were 
satisfied with their family life.  
 
Nevertheless, the differences in the 
domestic roles highlighted above, and 
importantly the difference in time spent 
fulfilling these domestic roles, can be both 
cause and effect in relation to the 
outcomes seen in relation to the labour 
market outcomes and in pay and earnings 
differences. 
 
3.6 The gender pay gap: why are we 
where we are? 
  
The median hourly full time gender pay 
gap excluding overtime in Northern Ireland 
is, currently, almost immeasurably small 
(Figure 2). This effect is the outcome of 
the interplay of all the factors discussed 
previously. This ‘averaged’ measure, 
which appears at face value to indicate 
gender ‘equality’, conceals a considerably 
gendered picture in the labour market, in 
education, and in societal attitudes and 
behaviours.  
 
Statistical analyses by Dignan (2006) of 
the whole economy hourly pay gap 
indicated that it cannot be fully accounted 
for by the differences between men and 
women in respect of measured attributes 
such as educational qualifications, length 
of time in the current job, years since left 
school, industry sector and the 
occupations in which they work. That is, 
Dignan indicates that other factors or 
combinations of factors which are difficult 
to measure such as: discrimination; the 
length and timing of career interruptions; 
or the decisions women make in balancing 
work and caring responsibilities impact 
considerably on pay and earnings gaps. 
Given the difficulties in measuring these 
‘softer’ issues in a manner appropriate for 
statistical analyses, it is invariably difficult 
to say with any degree of certainty the 
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relative contribution of each of these 
‘unknown’ factors.  It can also be 
problematic to assume that the analytic 
picture at a macro ‘all population’ level and 
the highlighting of factors and their relative 
strengths there, hold at the meso 
(community) and micro (people) levels. 
 
Such, inevitably, is the nature of social 
policy. People, communities and societies 
are complex. 
 
These challenges were amply illustrated in 
recent analysis of the ASHE data by the 
Office for National Statistics (Bernard, 
2008). Using fixed-effect regression 
models the research indicated that whilst 
there had been reductions in the GB 
gender pay gap since 1998, these 
differences were mainly due to 
unobserved differences between men and 
women. That is, the variables available in 
the ASHE data (occupation, industrial 
sector, geographic region, public/private, 
tenure, and age) accounted for one third of 
the change to the gender pay gap since 
1998. Two-thirds of the change therefore 
are unobserved and cover the breadth of 
social and economic factors discussed 
here (and more). The ‘public sector 
premium’ in pay rates was seen to impact 
and women are likely to benefit 
disproportionately from this compared to 
men.  
 
Economic shocks (and growth) may exert 
unpredictable effects on patterns of 
gender pay and earnings. It is possible, for 
example, to construct plausible NI 
scenarios which could lead to either the 
development of a male gender pay gap, a 
widening of the female gender pay and 
earnings gap, or indeed continuation of the 
status quo. No-one can predict the future 
with any degree of certainty. 
  
In addition to broader economic 
considerations, gender differentials in pay 
and earnings at heart are measures that 
reflect a mix of both cause and 
consequence. As Dignan (2006) indicated: 
“…the gender pay gap is complex and not 
amenable to any single solution. It is not 
simply about pay and reward systems. Nor 
is the gender pay gap to be resolved 
solely through a focus on workplace 
practices and prejudices. In particular, the 
gender pay gap overlaps with a host of 
related issues, from work-life balance to 
low pay.” 

 
To put this all in some kind of perspective, 
achieving parity in earnings between men 
and women would require, on an all other 
things being equal basis: parity between 
men and women in respect of hourly pay 
rates at all occupational and industrial 
levels; a change in the basic and total 
hours employed by women to that 
equivalent to men; a change in 
educational choices equalising the 
gendered labour force routes followed by 
men and women; an equalising of women 
and men’s labour market connectivity and 
participation; and a change in social 
norms, attitudes and behaviours.  
 
On the basis of these factors, attempting 
to influence gender pay or earning 
differentials is an exceptionally difficult 
exercise and requires the taking of a 
longer-term perspective. For instance, the 
changes in gender norms, attitudes and 
behaviours that occurred during the 20

th
 

Century encompassing all that this paper 
has discussed and more, have been at all 
the levels described and, arguably, 
required the added ‘impetus’ of two major 
world conflicts. 
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4. Conclusion 
 
The issue of gender pay and earnings 
differentials is complex and highly multi-
dimensional.  
 
Identifying and applying statistical 
measurement in such a context is fraught 
with difficulties, not least in fulfilling the 
need to facilitate the measurement of 
progress in respect of public policy whilst 
balancing the need for parsimony with the 
need to be as comprehensive as possible.  
 
From the outset in applying statistical 
measures of progress, clarity is required 
on what the key policy issue is (or are) and 
the taxonomy of pay, earnings and income 
described earlier might be useful here.  
 
It could aid clarity if distinct and separate 
references were made to: gender pay 
gaps; gender earning gaps; and gender 
income gaps. This could assist agreement 
on the identification and application of 
appropriate measure or measures against 
each. Each of these three perspectives 
reflect the impacts of different, although 
often inter-related, sets of factors but can 
essentially be treated as 3 separate and 
distinct measurement, and policy issues. 
 
In terms of identifying policy responses to 
issues around gender pay, earnings and 
income and importantly, thinking about the 
range of potential factors impacting, a 
useful hierarchy of life influences in 
relation to inequalities in adult social and 
economic outcomes was described in a 
2004 report by the Office for National 
Statistics on social inequalities. 
 
Figure 6: Life course framework 

 
Source: Office for National Statistics 

Figure 6 outlines the life course framework 
which could be usefully used to facilitate 
consideration of policy responses to 
gender pay and earnings issues. 
 
A more detailed description of the various 
impacting issues within each of these key 
life course factors is provided in Appendix 
1. Importantly, the detailed description of 
the life course framework in Appendix 1 is 
still a relatively ‘simple’ description of the 
factors impacting. For example, it does not 
detail the myriad possible interactions 
between the various factors. Nevertheless, 
the framework in Appendix 1 could provide 
an extremely useful aid to facilitate 
thinking around the identification, 
development and implementation of policy 
responses to identified gender pay, 
earnings and income issues. 
 
On a final cautionary note given the range 
of contributory factors to the gender pay, 
earnings and income differences 
rehearsed above, the issue is necessarily 
a ‘holistic’ one. That is, as with most social 
policy issues, single lever solutions do not 
appear possible, nor practicable.  
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Appendix 1 
 
Potential influences on inequalities 
 

 
Source: Office for National Statistics 


