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Still minding the pay gaps 

As they seek to ensure fairness and equality in the workplace, addressing gender and other forms of 
pay gaps continues to be a challenge for many employers.  As well as providing a measure of the 
difference in average hourly pay between different groups, pay gaps can also be a good indicator of 
any inequalities which may exist in access to work, career opportunities, progression and reward. 
Deborah Moon, HR Consultant, considers this issue, particularly in relation to gender, disability and 
ethnicity pay gaps, in the light of two recent reports from the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission. 

Whilst the overall gender pay gap has been closing in recent years, progress has been, and remains, 
very slow. Successive governments have implemented various actions and initiatives in an attempt 
to quicken progress, the most recent being the introduction of mandatory gender pay reporting 
requirements for organisations with 250 or more employees, which took effect earlier this year.  

Although the focus has primarily been on gender, concerns have also been raised about other forms 
of pay gaps, particularly ethnicity and disability. Indeed, this was an issue raised by the main political 
parties during the 2017 General Election campaign, for example, proposals to extend pay gap 
reporting to race/ethnicity. In the meantime, various other initiatives and strategies have been 
introduced, both by governments and employers, with the aim of improving access to work and 
opportunities for progression for people from different ethnic groups and for those with a disability.   

But how successful have these interventions been and what more needs to be done? The Equality  
and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) has recently published a research report, Tackling gender, 
disability and ethnicity pay gaps: a progress review, together with Fair opportunities for all: A 
strategy to reduce pay gaps in Britain. Taken together, these provide an assessment of the 
effectiveness of interventions to tackle the gender, disability and ethnicity pay gaps in the UK, along 
with a strategy setting out what needs to change and who needs to take action to reduce those 
gaps. 

Progress review 

The progress review report was commissioned by the EHRC to examine the effectiveness of 
interventions to tackle the gender, disability and ethnicity pay gaps in the UK. It is based on a 
literature review together with views expressed during a number of workshop discussions with 
public and private sector employers, trade unions, voluntary organisations and other stakeholders. It 
provides an overview of the relevant legislative framework, considers the effectiveness of a range of 
strategies, initiatives and interventions and looks at the progress made in tackling these three 
different types of pay gaps.  The findings are considered further below. 

Gender pay gap 

As the report notes, the gender pay gap measures the difference between men and women’s 
average earnings, either across an organisation or in the labour market more widely. It is normally 
expressed as a percentage difference, with men’s pay representing 100%.  As HR professionals will 
be aware, it is important to remember that the gender pay gap is different from equal pay (concepts 
which are often confused in general media reporting), although unequal pay may be a contributing 
factor to any pay gap. An organisation may still have a pay gap even if there are no equal pay issues.  

The report provides a range of statistics to illustrate the size of the pay gap and how this varies 
between sector and by occupation. For example, latest ONS figures (2016) for the gender pay gap for 
all employees (full and part time) showed a change from 19.2% in 2015 to 18.1% in 2016. The gender 
pay gap for full-time employees in the private sector decreased from 17.4% in 2015 to 16.6% in 2016 
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– the lowest since the series began in 1997. The gender pay gap for full-time employees in the public 
sector also decreased from 11.8% to 11.3% in the same period.  

The report notes that female employment generally tends to be concentrated in low-paying sectors 
and occupational groupings and that “top jobs” are predominately held by men, with only one in 
four executive and senior management roles in FTSE 350 companies held by women. In addition to 
the issue of “occupational segregation”, women often take time out to have children and may work 
fewer or more flexible hours on their return. Employment choices may be constrained by a lack of 
organisational flexibility and unconscious bias and discrimination may “undermine” women at many 
stages of their careers. All of these are potential contributing factors which can affect pay and career 
progression. 

The report provides an overview of the relevant equality legislation, including the provisions in the 
Equality Act 2010 relating to equal pay for equal work. It notes the requirements of the Public Sector 
Equality Duty and how there are different obligations on public bodies in England, Scotland and 
Wales relating to equal pay. In England there is no specific duty relating to equal pay, in contrast to 
the position in Scotland and Wales where the specific duties are devolved to the respective 
administrations. Of course, public bodies with 250 or more employees are now subject to the 
mandatory gender pay reporting requirements, referred to above.  

The report notes that the EHRC conducted a review of compliance with the Scottish Specific Duties 
in 2013, which found that 95% of public authorities required to publish their gender pay gap did so. 
An examination of the position in the Welsh higher education sector found that the Welsh Specific 
Duties had been helpful in getting university leaders to place a greater emphasis on equality issues, 
with most universities reporting some progress in narrowing gender pay differences, gathering and 
analysing payroll and human resources data to identify and understand the causes of the pay gap in 
their institution. These findings suggest that measuring and reporting on pay gaps can be helpful in 
improving attitudes to, and progress in, addressing this issue. 

The report then goes on to consider a number of interventions to address the gender pay gap: 

Equal pay audits: it refers to research conducted by Incomes Data Services in 2012 which examined 
a sample of equal pay claims brought to tribunals in order to analyse whether or not an equal pay 
audit order might have been useful to ensure pay inequality did not continue. The research found 
that in several cases there was good reason to think that an equal pay audit would have helped 
mitigate the risk of future discrimination. It also notes that a public sector workshop participant 
expressed the view that equal pay audits are more common in the public sector than the private 
sector, but the quality of equal pay audits is “typically poor”; 
 
Gender pay gap reporting: the report considers the recent history of gender pay gap reporting and 
how initially a voluntary approach was taken by the Government. It refers to research undertaken 
into the extent of gender pay gap reporting within private and non-profit employers which found 
that the most common reason for not conducting a gender pay gap review was that organisations 
thought they already provided equal pay, reinforcing the view that employers appear to confuse 
these two concepts. Indeed, workshop participants confirmed that many employers did not 
understand the difference between the gender pay gap and equal pay, underlining the challenge 
which remains in addressing this issue.  

The report refers to the Government’s “Think, Act, Report” initiative, launched in 2011, which 
supported the voluntary approach. This set out a voluntary framework for gender pay gap reporting, 
with the aim of driving a cultural change towards greater transparency and sharing best practice. 
However, it concludes that this type of voluntary approach to gender pay gap reporting has met with 
only limited success. Employers often have “misguided assumptions” about the equality of their pay 
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structures, and thus do not take action to reduce the gender pay gap. It is against this background 
that the Government moved to a more regulatory approach with the introduction of mandatory 
gender pay gap reporting legislation earlier this year. 
  
The report considers the value of gender pay gap reporting, identifying a number of key issues 
arising from the workshops, including the importance of employers providing an accompanying 
narrative to explain a pay gap (this should help ensure there is no “misinterpretation” of a pay gap as 
evidence of unequal pay), consideration of the underlying causes, with identified actions to tackle 
systemic issues, resourcing and other financial implications, and concerns about encouraging equal 
pay claims. 
 
The impact of other national policy interventions are also considered, including: 
 
The introduction of the National Minimum Wage and, more recently, National Living Wage – for 
example, evidence from the Low Pay Commission indicates that the gender pay gap has fallen since 
the introduction of the NMW. However, it also refers to work by the Fawcett Society which argued 
that, while interventions tackling low pay can be effective, these need to be supported by an 
increase in the quality of part-time work and removing barriers to career progression for part-time 
workers, given the higher incidence of women in low paid part-time work; 
 
Shared parental leave –the aim of this initiative was to enable more equal sharing of childcare 
responsibilities and thus improve women’s position in the labour market. However, as has been 
widely reported, the take-up of SPL has been low, with factors such as the poor level of pay (while 
many employers, including those in local government, provide maternity pay at a higher rate than 
the statutory requirement, relatively few offer enhanced shared parental pay), and 
cultural/organisational perceptions that extended time off can be “career limiting” for a father. It 
would appear that, without further action to address these types of concerns, the current legislation 
is likely to be of only limited effect; 

The right to request flexible working - as HR professionals will know, the right to request flexible 
working is now available to all employees with at least 26 weeks’ service with the employer. The 
report considers various research findings regarding employer attitudes towards flexible working, 
including how easy it is to facilitate, the incidence of requests which are granted, as well as “negative 
attitudes” encountered by mothers as a result. As the report notes, opening up flexible and part-
time work opportunities across all jobs, including those at senior management level, is important to 
help retain women in employment, support career progression, improve rewards and ultimately 
reduce the gender pay gap. 

The report then looks at a number of employer–led interventions and initiatives, including: 

Improving representation of women and tackling bias in recruitment processes and starting 
salaries – for example, gender bias against women can limit numbers short-listed for interview and 
impact on the level of starting salaries, particularly in industries/occupations typically dominated by 
men. Having diverse recruitment panels and controlling/limiting the level of managerial discretion to 
ensure fairness and consistency in starting salaries are examples given of the types of actions which 
can be taken to help tackle such bias (whether conscious or unconscious); 

Support for maternity returners - taking time out of the labour market to have children and a lack of 
quality part-time work is a well-recognised contributor to the gender pay gap. The report provides 
examples of employers who are enhancing provisions for maternity returners to increase the 
retention rates of women. These include provision of a “transition period” for returners, with 
shorter hours and reduced days, mentoring and networking opportunities, coaching and support. 
The need for appropriate training for managers in relation to managing women’s return to work 
after maternity leave is also identified;  
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Training and performance management – the provision of training to help facilitate career 
progression, particularly within part-time roles,  management training for those who take staff 
performance and promotion decisions, and monitoring the outcome of staff appraisals and 
promotions by gender to ensure fairness are examples given of actions which can contribute to 
closing the pay gap;  

Senior representation – as the report reflects, interventions aimed at increasing the representation 
of women at senior levels and in higher paid roles and occupations are likely to reduce the gender 
pay gap both within organisations and at a national level. It notes that some employers support 
women to develop their talents through formal leadership programmes or mentoring, and support 
suitably qualified women to move into executive or board level positions.  

Disability pay gap 

The report sets out the Equality Act definition of a disabled person and also considers the types of 
disadvantages and barriers faced, such as discriminatory attitudes, unhelpful policy and physical 
obstructions. It looks at the types of labour market disadvantages suffered and how these vary by 
different impairments, including in relation to differing levels of pay gap.  

It notes that there is less research into the disability pay gap than that relating to gender, with a 
greater focus on barriers to disabled people finding and keeping work and their overall employment 
rates. Little research has directly considered the disability pay gap, especially in relation to specific 
interventions to reduce it.  It also reflects that much of the current UK Government policy and 
employer focus is on helping people with disabilities into employment, rather than closing their pay 
gaps once in work. 

The report then goes on to consider interventions to improve disabled people’s access to 
employment and those which are aimed at influencing pay levels for disabled employees.  

In terms of access to employment, the report considers the legal duty to make reasonable 
adjustments, in particular by modifying or reducing working hours. However, it notes a perception 
among some employers that flexible working above a certain job grade is “not feasible” and how 
changing this would have a “significant positive impact” on the pay gap of disabled employees in 
accessing higher-paid grades (as indicated under gender pay gap, above, a similar point applies to 
women). 

It considers the type of support available through the Access to Work (AtW) programme. It notes 
that AtW has had a positive impact in reducing sickness absence and absenteeism, supporting 
people to stay in work after acquiring a disability, reducing work-related expenses for disabled 
people and improving general well-being.  

It also looks at the “Two Ticks” Positive about Disabled People initiative, awarded to employers who 
have made a voluntary commitment to employ, retain and develop disabled people. This is likely to 
include many public sector/local government organisations. However, it notes that research into the 
effectiveness of the Two Ticks symbol is “inconclusive”, with a suggestion that the symbol may be 
adopted by employers for its “potential reputational benefits, rather than because of a genuine 
concern for disability issues”. 

In addition, it considers DWP’s Disability Confident Campaign, noting that a new self-assessment 
accreditation scheme to replace the Two Ticks symbol was piloted during 2016. It points out that the 
DWP has acknowledged the need to make this new accreditation scheme “more dynamic and 
effective” than its predecessor and how it has already attracted some criticism for “setting the bar 
too low” for employers. 
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In terms of interventions which support disabled people’s career and pay progression, as with the 
gender pay gap, the report considers the impact of the National Minimum Wage (NMW), noting 
that the improvement in employment rates of disabled workers during the period since its 
introduction may ultimately contribute to a reduction in the disability pay gap. It refers to research 
which found that, among 200 employers of disabled people, there was general agreement that the 
NMW had benefited disabled people by improving their pay, although some held the view that the 
NMW had created “additional obstacles” to the employment of disabled people. 

The report refers to the disability requirements of the Public Sector Equality Duty in Scotland, 
noting that, from 2017, Scottish public authorities are required to publish a statement on equal pay 
relating to disability. This should include a policy on equal pay relating to disabled people and the 
concentration of disabled and non-disabled people in specific grades and occupations.  

The report then looks at some employer interventions in relation to recruitment, career 
progression and retention of disabled people.  It refers to a number of good practice examples, 
including the provision of tools and services to support inclusive recruitment practices, senior 
support for disabled workers, organisations with disabled role models and staff networks for 
employees with disabilities. Many public sector/local government organisations are likely to have 
one or more of these types of initiatives in place. It also highlights the importance of building line 
managers’ skills and confidence in implementing policies on issues such as disability-related absence, 
returning to work and workplace adjustments.  
 
In terms of retention, it notes the incidence of workers who leave employment each year for health 
reasons, many of whom do so because employers do not offer the support they need, referring to 
the particular difficulties faced by disabled people of being able to re-enter the workforce. It refers 
to research which found that a third of employers had taken at least one step to retain employees 
with health problems or facilitate their return to work, with the most commonly cited measure 
reducing or changing working hours. 
 
However, despite legislation and Government support, the report finds that improvements in 
disabled people’s experience of employment have been slow and that employer practice is similarly 
slow to improve. It refers to a number of organisations (the BBC, Channel 4 and KPMG) who have 
made public commitments to increase the recruitment of disabled people and summarises a range 
of data-collection practices by employers, including in relation to recruitment, promotion and 
training, information which can then be used to inform strategy and practice. 
 
The report refers to research by the Business Disability Forum which revealed that the main barriers 
to retention and development – and thereby pay progression – of disabled employees were: the lack 
of skills and confidence of line managers of disabled employees; the limited visibility of disabled 
people within the organisation; and a lack of targeted development of disabled employees. This 
highlighted several interventions to address these barriers, including a good understanding of, and 
approach to, reasonable work adjustments, and an organisational culture that “understands the 
importance of disability in the workplace and how to effectively work with and develop employees 
with disabilities”. 

Data collection is a key element of monitoring and evaluating equality in employment  - the report  
notes that workshop participants felt that the non-disclosure of employees’ and potential recruits’ 
disability was a “significant challenge” for employers, with a feeling that employers generally should 
present more “positive justifications” for collecting this data, as well as promoting the support 
offered to disabled employees.  
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Ethnicity pay gap 

The report indicates that, compared with gender, there is a “dearth” of literature on ethnicity pay 
gaps. It notes that research has shown that a pay gap exists for most ethnic minorities compared 
with White British people, although there is wide variation between ethnic groups, with Black 
African, Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi men experiencing the greatest disadvantages in the 
UK labour market. In all ethnic groups, pay gaps are also generally bigger for first generation 
migrants than for UK-born generations. 

In terms of the causes of the ethnicity pay gap, it notes that this can be the product of two distinct 
factors: ethnic minorities entering less-well-paid occupations, or ethnic minorities being paid less for 
doing the same work. It also notes that it is important to distinguish between these two factors in 
order to assess the impact of any interventions. It further reflects on potential differences between 
the causes of the pay gap at the bottom of the wage distribution and that at the higher end, 
referring to research which suggests that employer discrimination is more prevalent at higher wage 
levels, whereas at lower wage levels it is the specific occupations that are available to minority 
groups which determine pay gaps. 
 
It refers to views expressed by workshop participants that there has been more focus on avoiding 
discrimination than on pay and progression in the recruitment of workers from ethnic minority 
groups and that the Government had sent a “strong message” to employers about the priority of 
gender equality. As with disability, employers highlighted the problem of obtaining accurate data for 
analysis, although this was due to the large but diverse classification category of “other white” 
employees, rather than the lack of disclosure.  
 
Equality legislation and other government policy 
The report refers to the discrimination provisions within the Equality Act 2010 in relation to colour, 
nationality, ethnic or national origin, and to the Public Sector Equality Duty. As with disability, it 
notes that Scottish public authorities are required from 2017 to publish a statement on equal pay 
relating to race and that this should include a policy on equal pay and, if applicable, the 
concentration of certain minority racial groups in specific grades and occupations.  

As with gender and disability, the report considers the impact of the National Minimum Wage but 
notes that the 2015 Low Pay Commission report did not provide much detail about the effectiveness 
of the NMW on closing the ethnicity pay gap. It refers to a number of related statistics, for example, 
that, in 2013/14, about 10.7% of jobs held by ethnic minority groups were minimum-wage jobs, 
compared with 7.4% for white employees (noting there were variations between different ethnic 
groups) and that the ethnicity pay gap increased from 3.6% in 2012/13 to 5.9% in 2013/14.  
 
In terms of employment services, the report refers to the Department for Work and Pension’s 
efforts to increase the employment rates for ethnic minorities and to the support provided through 
the Partners Outreach for Ethnic Minorities two-year Government funded programme. This was 
designed to support unemployed, working-age people from ethnic minority groups who faced 
barriers to employment and who were living in areas of high disadvantage and concentrated ethnic 
minority populations. It notes that, while most clients had not entered employment by the end of 
the programme, many stood a better chance of doing so and that this was a result of having 
increased awareness of opportunities, knowledge of how to search for jobs, improved application 
and interview skills, greater confidence and motivation, and improved English language skills. 
  
The report refers to research which suggests that government policies aimed at reducing pay 
discrimination will have limited effectiveness in relation to people from ethnic minority groups. 
Instead, improving access to higher-paid occupations through the use of “supply-side measures” 
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offers the scope for real progress - this needs to start at school level via careers advice, alongside 
role models for entry into specific higher-paying sectors. It also refers to a “demand-side” measure 
as an alternative to legislation, i.e. to develop voluntary schemes for ethnic minority monitoring 
which may “encourage responsible employers to address the weaknesses identified”. 
 
Employer interventions 
Recruitment – the report considers how analysing and improving recruitment processes may help 
address the under-representation of ethnic minorities within higher paying roles. It refers to two 
professional firms (KPMG and EY) who have set ethnicity targets to improve levels of representation. 
It notes that “attention to recruitment processes appears to be an important intervention for 
reducing the ethnicity pay gap”, with discrimination at the point of recruitment found to be an 
important part of the explanation for that gap. 
  
An example of this is provided by the outcomes from an investigation by the National Centre for 
Social Research in 2009 into the extent of racial discrimination in recruitment. This involved 
submitting similar job applications from white and ethnic minority applicants. Responses from 
employers were monitored, with a positive outcome being a call-back for interview. The study found 
that ethnic minority applicants had to send 16 applications for a successful outcome, compared with 
9 applications for white applicants, 74% more applications from ethnic minority candidates were 
needed for the same level of success. It notes that public sector organisations in the study were 
considerably less likely to discriminate on grounds of race than private sector ones (a net 
discrimination of 4% compared with 35%) and that this may be attributed to a higher use of bespoke 
application forms in the public sector (79%) compared with private sector employers (6%). 

The report notes the more recent announcement by the Government that several top graduate 
employers in the public and private sectors have pledged to “name-blind” graduate and apprentice-
level job applications, in order to reduce the potential unconscious bias of applicants from ethnic 
minority groups. The Civil Service has also committed to introduce “name-blind” recruitment for all 
roles below Senior Civil Service level. It remains to be seen whether other employers will adopt this 
type of approach and what the impact will be.  

Another intervention referred to is the implementation of equal opportunity policies which aim to 
overcome bias (something commonly found in the public sector). It refers to research which found 
that organisations that employed people from ethnic minority groups were more likely to have equal 
opportunities policies and that this was often accompanied by monitoring procedures. It also notes 
that employers with ethnic minority staff were less likely to use formal recruitment processes such 
as interviews to assess the suitability of candidates and were also more likely to look for candidates 
with “soft” skills, rather than prioritise “hard” skills such as work-relevant qualifications. 
 
It notes that workshop participants agreed that greater attention should be paid to recruitment and 
talent management initiatives as a means of tackling any pay gaps, in addition to analysis of these 
gaps. One example given is the NHS Leadership Academy programme “Ready Now”, designed to 
help aspiring senior leaders from ethnic minority groups to progress into senior roles. 
  
Reference is also made to the difficulties of collecting data on ethnicity, as discussed by workshop 
participants. Some felt geography determined the extent to which analysing equality data was a 
priority for organisations - for example, analysis of equality data was not felt to be a priority for 
organisations in areas with a very low ethnic minority population. Others felt that the “White Other” 
ethnic classification was too broad and that employers faced different challenges for different 
groups and would need more tailored solutions. This may be a particular challenge and additional 
complexity for any organisations considering reporting on their ethnicity pay gap.  
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Review conclusions 

The report concludes that there is limited evidence in the literature reviewed for the effectiveness of 
interventions to close gender, ethnicity and disability pay gaps. The gender pay gap has received 
more attention from researchers and policy-makers than pay gaps relating to other protected 
characteristics. The focus of research on disability and ethnicity has primarily been concerned with 
labour market entry or employment rates, and there is no evidence of specific interventions to 
reduce pay gaps. More research is needed to understand how to tackle pay gaps across all protected 
characteristics, including ethnicity and disability. 

It notes there are four main commonalities across these three types of pay gap: 

• voluntary employer initiatives have generally had limited impact; 

• there is some evidence of success of employers’ efforts to nurture talent and support career 
development, although the impact of these efforts on pay gaps is unknown; 

• all three disadvantaged groups are still held back by discrimination in employment and 
recruitment; 

• progress across all groups is hampered, particularly in the private sector, by a widespread 
lack of information, auditing and analysis.  

However, despite these commonalities, the causes of pay gaps vary and it is likely that “bespoke 
action” for each group is required - there is no “one size fits all” approach.  

In terms of the gender pay gap, the report notes that the “more closely regulated public sector” has 
a smaller gender pay gap than the private sector and that there is also an association between large 
pay gaps and the “bonus culture” which is more prevalent in the private sector and tends to reward 
men more highly than women (the new reporting regulations do, of course, include requirements 
relating to bonuses where these are paid). It also notes that European countries in which higher 
proportions of fathers take longer-term parental leave tend to have smaller gender pay gaps and 
how “insufficient salary reimbursement” is considered to be the main barrier to improving take-up 
of shared parental leave in the UK.  

It also notes several “key messages” which emerged from the workshop discussions: 

• employers, governments and voluntary bodies must work in partnership to tackle pay gaps - 
employers in particular must prioritise the issue;  

• employers should improve equality monitoring to establish baseline information for 
ethnicity and disability pay gaps;  

• guidance for employers about analysing and presenting pay gap information should be 
provided;  

• introducing policies on flexible working, providing unconscious bias training, and removing 
personal details from recruitment applications are ways in which employers can improve 
fairness and equality- in the long term these should have a positive impact in reducing pay 
gaps.  

Fair opportunities for all 

Buiding on the outcomes from the above research and issues identified in the resulting report, the 
EHRC has also published a strategy setting out what needs to change and who needs to take action 
to reduce gender, ethnicity and disability pay gaps. In particular, it makes six key recommendations 
for the UK, Scottish and Welsh governments, their agencies and employers. These are summarised 
below. 
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1. Unlock the earning potential of education by addressing differences in subject and career 
choices, educational attainment and access to apprenticeships 
The strategy notes that educational opportunities and attainment are important determinants of 
careers and earnings. Occupational segregation has been repeatedly identified as one of the main 
underlying causes of pay gaps – removing the barriers to fulfilling educational potential, tackling 
traditional stereotypes and subject choices from primary school onwards and increasing diversity in 
apprenticeships will contribute to reducing those gaps.   

2. Improve work opportunities for everyone, no matter who they are or where they live 
Concentration in low-paid jobs is a key cause of pay gaps - women, most ethnic minority groups and 
disabled people are over-represented in low-paid, elementary occupations and there is an uneven 
distribution of economic activity and job opportunities across Great Britain (particular reference is 
made to the “London effect”). There is therefore a need to develop more “regionally-based labour 
market strategies” to improve economic opportunities for everyone and provide training to offer 
skills and opportunities to groups that predominate in low-paid, low-skilled jobs. 

3. Make jobs at all levels available on a flexible basis 
Part-time and flexible working are recognised as important ways of enabling some people to 
participate in the labour market, for example, those with family/caring responsibilities. However, as 
the strategy notes, part-time work is predominantly only available for low paid, low skilled jobs and 
in roles in which women, disabled people and ethnic minorities are over-represented. 
 
The strategy recommends that part time, job-share and other types of flexible working should be 
available at all levels of organisations, even for the highest paid roles. There is a need to overcome 
the perception that flexible and part-time working is an obstacle to career development and 
promotion. In addition, flexible working can be a reasonable adjustment that supports disabled 
people to stay in work and access development opportunities.  

In support of this, the strategy recommends that the UK Government should legislate to extend the 
right to request flexible working to apply from day one in all jobs and that employers should offer all 
jobs, including the most senior, on a flexible and part-time basis unless there is a genuine business 
reason that means these options are not possible.  

4. Encourage men and women to share childcare responsibilities 
Despite the introduction of shared parental leave, there is currently an “uneven distribution” of 
parenting and caring responsibilities which are mainly undertaken by women.  The strategy 
recommends that Government and employers need to introduce policies that encourage men to 
share childcare more equally and reduce “workplace bias” towards mothers as the primary carer, 
particularly by improving paternity and shared parental leave entitlements and extending free 
childcare. In support of this it recommends that the UK Government should Introduce “dedicated 
non-transferable, ring-fenced ‘use it or lose it’ parental leave for fathers with a pay rate that acts as 
a real incentive to take-up”.  

5. Reduce prejudice and bias in recruitment, promotion and pay  
The strategy notes how “bias and discrimination” in recruitment, development, promotion and 
reward decisions mean that women, ethnic minorities and disabled people often face barriers to 
progression into senior roles and that employers’ failure to provide reasonable adjustments is a 
barrier to the success of disabled people. It therefore recommends that employers need to improve 
their approach to recruitment, promotion and pay to get the best talent available and to reward 
people fairly. This means tackling discriminatory attitudes, conscious or unconscious bias and 
improving the diversity in senior roles. Recommendations include that the UK Government should 
consult with employers and relevant organisations on extending the statutory requirement to report 
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on gender pay gaps to disability and ethnicity to encourage employers to consider the scale and 
causes of all their pay gaps. 
 
6. Report on progress in reducing pay gaps 
The research summarised previously identified “significant ethnicity and disability pay gaps that are 
not yet widely recognised”. The strategy recommends that UK, Scottish and Welsh Governments 
need to focus on the size and causes of these pay gaps and set out steps to close them. It notes 
there is a “lack of uniform pay gap reporting “covering gender, ethnicity and disability and lack of 
annual official statistics on ethnicity and disability pay gaps, both of which need to change. 

 It also notes that some employers are already choosing to report on their disability and ethnicity 
pay gaps alongside their gender pay gaps, but their numbers are small. It therefore recommends 
that employers should report on their gender pay gaps even if they are not currently required to do 
so and voluntarily report on their ethnicity and disability pay gaps and action plans to close these 
gaps. 

More action required 

It is clear from both these publications that more needs to be done to improve the rate of change.  
Whilst the causes of these pay gaps are varied and complex, there are a number of common themes 
identified and issues for government and employers to address.  These include: 

• Challenging stereotypical views and assumptions about the role of women and men, at work, in 
the home and in wider society, including widening career choices and pathways beyond more 
traditional routes; 

• Developing flexibility in the workplace, not just in relation to working hours but in terms of the 
broader approach to job and work design, and ensuring this is applied at all levels; 

• Providing progressive family leave arrangements which recognise and promote the contribution 
and responsibilities of both women and men;  

• Ensuring comprehensive data collection, robust monitoring and review arrangements and 
utilising the resulting information to guide strategy and practice; 

• Improving awareness and understanding of the risks of unconscious and more subtle forms of 
bias, as well as more overt forms of discrimination, at all stages of the employment relationship. 

 
Whilst a number of organisations have already published their first gender pay gap reports, as 
required under the new regulations, most have still to do so and are therefore likely to be in the 
process of preparing for this. As the EHRC publications indicate, whilst such reporting is helpful in 
developing understanding of the issues, employers need to go much further, with clearly identified 
actions put in place. There is also a danger that the figures provide an overly simplistic view of an 
undoubtedly complex issue, emphasising the importance of an accompanying narrative to provide 
further context and explanation. 
 
It is likely that HR professionals will be leading the gender (and any other) pay gap reporting 
arrangements. However, they also have a key role in ensuring this is not just regarded as a 
process/compliance issue but is seen as an important business tool, developing understanding of 
how this contributes to the broader diversity and inclusion agenda and the organisational benefits 
that can flow from this.  
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