
Closing the  
Gender Pay Gap
The Link Between  
Pay and Happiness



The gender pay gap has recently become a key 

issue in the minds of many, with all companies with 

over 250 employees having to publish reports on 

any disparity between the average pay of men and 

women in the company. 

While equal pay is required by law, the gender pay 

gap is more complex. The Equal Pay Act of 1960 

prohibits any discrimination based on gender. 

Equal pay means that men and women being paid 

the same amount for doing the same job. Seems 

simple enough. The gender pay gap however, 

describes a measure of the difference between 

men’s and women’s average earnings across an 

organisation, rather than those who are simply in 

the same role. 

The UK’s current gender pay gap (9.1%) means that 

in 2017 women ‘stopped earning’ on the 2nd of 

November. In short, they effectively worked for 

free for the rest of the year due to the difference 

in their salaries compared to men. As organisations 

begin the process of reducing the gap, it’s 

important to understand the differences between 

equal pay and the gender pay gap, as the terms are 

often used incorrectly.  

The gender pay gap is an equality measure that 

shows the difference in average earnings between 

women and men, it is this gap that companies are 

having to disclose in their gender pay gap reports. 

The likelihood is that if you’re reading this you 

have recently completed your pay gap reporting, 

or at least have looked at the data, but there 

is something that you have probably missed. 

Something that we at Personal Group think 

is integral to company success - workplace 

happiness. Our recent survey revealed that there 

is a substantial workplace happiness gap, but not 

skewed the way you may think. 

It seems that, despite being paid significantly 

less on average than men, women are happier in 

the workplace. Women over 50 seem to be the 

happiest demographic in the workplace, with over 

50% stating that they would describe themselves 

as happy often or most of the time. Unfortunately, 

men appear to be unhappy at work irrespective of 

age, with one in three across all age ranges never 

or rarely feeling happy at work. Just under half 

(45%) of female staff are happy often or happy 

most of the time compared to only 38% of their 

male co-workers. 

There are several factors that could be causing  

the gender happiness gap, and many of them 

overlap with those already identified as 

contributing to the gender pay gap. Could the 

same reasons women are paid less be the  

cause of men’s workplace unhappiness?

We all want a more productive workforce, one that reflects  
the customers we serve and the communities we are a part of. 
To do that, it is important to create a more gender balanced 
and diverse working environment for our employees. 

 

The UK’s current gender 

pay gap (9.1%) means that 

in 2017 women ‘stopped 

earning’ on the  

2nd of November. 



Common  
Causes of  
the Gender  
Pay Gap



The highest paid sectors  
are male-dominated
Women often end up employed in sectors that 

offer a narrower scope for financial reward, 

and the highest paying sectors are currently 

disproportionately made up of male employees.  

In our recent survey we found that happiness 

levels for senior managers and department heads 

varies greatly by gender. 95% of female company 

owners and directors would describe themselves 

as happy at work at least some of the time, versus 

only 70% of male directors and company owners. 

With more men in these positions than there are 

women, the 30% of male company owners and 

directors who say they are never happy at work 

makes up a large proportion of the UK’s  

senior management. 

 

Women make up only  

12% of jobs paying  

£150,000 or more 

(Independent, 2017)

The pressure on women to be the primary carer for children
Due to societal pressures, and the lack of 

companies offering shared parental leave, women 

are often expected to be the primary carer of their 

children with men having to use annual leave 

to supplement the 2 weeks paternity leave they 

receive at the birth of their child. It is also very 

common for mothers to return to work part time 

in order to continue caring for the child. Due to the 

rising costs of childcare it is often uneconomical 

for them to return to their previous working hours, 

or to return full time. 

Obviously, working part-time entails a reduction 

in pay equal to the reduction in hours worked. 

However, the difference in years of experience of 

full-time work, or of having taken time out of the 

labour market can negatively affect a woman’s 

long-term career progression. 

Research by PwC shows the UK could increase 

GDP by 9% if it increases women in work from 68% 

to match Sweden’s 73%. Career progression for 

each gender varies greatly after having children. 

HR News reported that Men were more than twice 

as likely to be promoted following having children 

compared to women. 79% of men either retained 

their current role or moved into a more senior 

one after having children, whereas almost a third 

of women (31%) took a part time role or moved a 

lower pay grade.

Interestingly, while women are happier in the 

workplace, they have become increasingly  

more dissatisfied with their lives outside of work. 

The pressure to be the primary caregiver could 

also be a contributing factor to their declining 

happiness outside of the workplace, which would 

inversely affect their happiness while at work. 

Additionally, according to our survey, the 

unhappiest women by age group are 30-49 year 

olds with a quarter of them saying they never 

or rarely feel happy at work. This shouldn’t be 

particularly surprising, as these women are likely 

juggling work and caring obligations, which can 

lead to increased stress levels. 

 

£150,000+

http://hrnews.co.uk/nearly-third-fathers-believe-taking-shared-parental-leave-will-hamper-career-progression/


Stereotyping
Women make up 47% of the workforce, but only 

35% of managers, directors and senior officials. 

Only 6% of FTSE 100 CEOs are women and they 

earn on average 77% less than their FTSE 100  

male counterparts. To illustrate the gender 

disparity, in 2016 there were more FTSE 100 

CEOs named David than there were female CEOs. 

This disparity is not always a conscious act, but 

assumptions that women won’t want to accept 

a promotion, or are unable to do so, as it will 

interfere with their home life, can result in them 

being overlooked when the opportunity  

for promotion arises. 

This means that men have a larger number of 

role models in senior positions in the workplace, 

however, this may also be a contributing factor to 

their unhappiness at work. They would be more likely 

to compare themselves to other men in the company 

who hold positions such as manager, director or CEO, 

which could lower their sense of self-worth. 

The causes of the gender gaps will vary from 

sector to sector, and different organisations  

may have different key areas. If we want to pin 

point the causes within our own companies,  

we need to start asking ourselves some  

tough questions.  

Key Questions to Ask 
1. What does the gender breakdown look like 
within each pay bracket?  

If there are more women than men in lower pay 

brackets, and fewer in the higher paid roles, then 

this is likely a reason for the gender pay gap. It is 

important not to assume that it is simply a lack of 

desire on the part of women to be employed in 

those roles, as there can be many other reasons 

for the disparity. If this is the situation in your 

company, there are several steps you can take to 

help reduce this gender divide. 

2. What are the variations in market rates of pay 
between functions?  

If there are differences in the market rates of pay 

between functions, this can be a contributing 

factor to a pay imbalance if these functions are 

either predominantly male or female. It is also 

important to look closely at how you address the 

gender balance across the functions, as this could 

be another reason for a difference in pay.

3. How diverse is your hiring pool?  
The pay gap often starts at the recruitment 

stage, where, although you may be unaware of it, 

unconscious bias is prominent. One of the 

strongest bias we have in the workplace is 

gender bias, as our feelings about gender and the 

stereotypes we’ve all associated with gender are 

internalised at a young age. They can be affected 

by how we’ve been brought up, our socialisation 

and media influences. If there is frequently only 

one woman in your final candidate pool then the 

odds of hiring a woman are 79 times less than if 

there were another woman, even for jobs that 

were traditionally seen as ‘feminine’ (the ‘two in 

the pool’ affect). 

4. Do you offer part-time employment or  
job sharing as an option?  

If so, who mostly commonly requests this 

option? Research has shown that women are 

far more likely to ask for flexible working over a 

pay rise compared to men. There could be many 

explanations for this, but the most commonly 

accepted is that most women are still the primary 

carer for their children. If you do not offer part time 

or job sharing this may be contributing to the lack 

of women in certain roles. If you do offer this and 

it is primarily women who are working part time in 

your organisation, this can be a major contributing 

factor to the pay gap.



What to Do
Don’t Let Workplace 
Tensions Escalate



For both the gender happiness gap and the gender pay gap, it is 
important that once the information about the disparity is out 
there, it is acted upon. Leaving the reality of the pay gap visible 
for female workers without action and simply ignoring male 
workers dissatisfaction will be demoralising to say the least.  

Ensure your job adverts and hiring practices are ‘gender neutral’
Research has shown that when there is only one 

woman in the final hiring pool then the odds of 

hiring a woman are 79 times less than if there were 

another woman. However, the odds don’t increase 

proportionately with each additional woman,  

there is only a proven difference between having 

more than one woman. The same is true for  

minority applicants.

As mentioned earlier, the pay gap often starts 

at the recruitment stage. A good place to start 

when addressing your gender pay gap is right 

at the beginning of the hiring process. Here at 

Personal Group, we use more “gender neutral” 

job advertisements and more of a storytelling 

approach which really helps candidates 

understand what it might be like to work for us 

from the off. Presenting the feeling behind the job, 

as opposed to a definitive list of requirements can 

help broaden the reach of the job ad. 

It is also important to look very carefully at the 

language used in your advertisements. Certain 

language and phrases can be exclusionary or  

off-putting, such as sports analogies. 

Phrases like ‘we work hard, play hard’ can also be off 

putting and exclusionary. 

Closing the gender pay gap relies on ensuring men 

and women are on equal footing from the start. 

On average, women are offered a lower starting 

salary than men. This has been linked to their 

hesitancy to negotiate, and the ingrained belief 

that getting ahead in the workplace relies on being 

‘nice, accommodating, agreeable, modest, sweet 

and easy-going’. Therefore, companies should take 

care to agree on the salary for a position before 

interviewing candidates and consider running 

training on negotiation for their female employees. 

One respondent to our UK survey of over 1,000 

employees stated that ‘equality and freedom from 

bias’ would greatly improve their happiness in the 

workplace. Interestingly, this respondent was male. 

That’s not to say that female employees had nothing 

to say on the subject. Many female respondents 

expressed opinions on the lack respect they 

received, the lack of recognition given, and the lack 

value attributed to their work. 

How to check your bias 

Do you have training on unconscious bias for 

hiring managers? The Implicit Association Test (IAT) 

measures attitudes and beliefs that people may be 

unwilling or unable to acknowledge. The IAT can 

identify any unconscious bias or ‘implicit attitude’ that 

you or your hiring managers may not know about. 

For example, you may all believe that women and 

men should be equally associated with career 

advancement, but your automatic associations 

could show that you (like many others) associate 

men with career more than family and you associate 

women more with family than with career. 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/jackie-harder/why-women-need-to-learn-how-to-negotiate_b_7161230.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/jackie-harder/why-women-need-to-learn-how-to-negotiate_b_7161230.html


Encourage workplace learning and development
The role that education can play in closing the gap 

doesn’t stop at women improving their negotiation 

techniques and hiring managers learning about 

subconscious bias, workplace learning and 

development is important for all employees, and it 

can be an invaluable tool for closing the gender  

pay gap. 

It has been argued that women have a tendency 

to overestimate the importance of formal 

qualifications and formal training. The argument is 

that networking is actually a more important tool 

when it comes to aiding workplace progression, and 

women are still not fully part of ‘the boys club’, due 

to unconscious bias. While training on networking is 

something companies should offer, it is something 

the workplace as a whole should really be moving 

on from. If success relies more heavily on who you 

know rather than what you know and your ability to 

perform the tasks you were hired to do, then there 

will always be an uneven distribution of pay. 

Running seminars and workshops on managerial 

training, refresher courses for employees on 

elements of their day-to-day job, and more 

specialist courses for those wishing to move into 

a different function of the business will help your 

workplace become a fairer, more meritocratic 

environment in which everyone has an equal  

chance for success. 

One male respondent to our UK survey had the following to say: 

The process of learning itself promotes wellbeing 

and self-esteem. Staff who are exposed to new 

information and different ways of doing things are 

far more engaged with the content they are 

consuming, and enthusiastic about their job.  

As engaged workers are more productive workers, 

encouraging learning has the added benefit of 

boosting productivity and reducing staff turnover.

 

(I would be happier at work if I could  

have) a real opportunity to better myself,  

to learn new skills and climb the career  

ladder. I have been overlooked for  

promotion several times despite my work  

ethic and 15 years of service. It makes me  

feel victimised. Perhaps the people  

chosen were deserving and had  

something I didn’t, I will  

never know. 



Encourage internal progression for all 
It is important to encourage gender diversity when 

looking for external applications for a role, however, 

it is just as important to encourage diversity within 

your internal hiring processes. Women are lacking 

in female role models in senior positions within the 

workplace, as mentioned earlier there are fewer 

female CEO’s of FTSE 100 companies than there  

are men named David (and David is not even the 

most popular name amongst FTSE 100 CEOs),  

so it is unsurprising that their confidence of  

success when applying for a new role is lacking. 

Many respondents to our UK survey cited ‘career 

progression’ as something that would increase their 

levels of happiness in the workplace. One male 

worker stated that the solution for him would be 

‘more assurance that there is chance to change 

roles or be promoted’, and a female employee 

suggested that ‘clear routes of advancement’  

would make a difference to her happiness and 

productivity in the workplace. 

It is also important to make your wider team aware 

of the factual benefits to diversity within teams, 

roles and departments, and ensure that pay rises are 

not simply given to those who negotiate for them, 

chiefly men. 

Harvard Business Review refer to a Hewlett Packard 

internal study that revealed men will apply for 

a job, and be confident in their success, when 

they meet only 60% of the required criteria, but 

women won’t apply unless they meet 100% of the 

criteria specified. Employers should explore ways 

to encourage all potential applicants to apply. 

One method would be to provide easy access to 

interview support for all employees. It would be 

simple to create an online database of interview 

materials, but it is important that it can be accessed 

anytime, anywhere, as taking time off during the 

workday to prepare for an interview is not possible 

for all employees, so they would likely access this 

at home. 

Additionally, not all employees are desk based,  

and if they must work out on the road, they  

may not necessarily have access to a laptop or  

computer to access these materials. However,  

with the progression of technology, nearly 

everyone owns a smartphone, or they have been 

given one by their company as a perk. This means 

that providing these materials on an app would be 

the best choice to increase equality and  

ease of access. 

Encourage shared parental leave
Women are four times more likely to give up work 

to care for others than men. This could be because 

women are generally the primary caregiver for their 

children. This means that they are more likely to 

take prolonged periods of time away from work for 

childcare duties, for example; maternity leave. 

If parents were encouraged to share their childcare 

responsibilities equally, this would not only help 

reduce the pressure on women to leave their jobs 

and become full time care givers to their family, 

but it would also allow both parents to take a more 

hands on approach. Business in Sweden offer both 

parents three months leave specifically for them,  

on a ‘use it or lose it’ basis. Unsurprisingly, the 

uptake in shared parental leave is far greater than it 

is in the UK. Sweden are also taking steps to make it 

easier for this leave to be applied for, especially for 

unmarried parents, step-parents and non-guardians 

such as grandparents if there is only one guardian. 

Studies have also found that in case where fathers 

are able to spend more time with their children, 

their children become healthier, smarter and more 

confident. The benefits don’t end there, as the 

father’s happiness increases greatly. 



Listen to your employees
It’s important to understand how your employees 

think and what it is that they want from their 

work life. Obviously, talking to your staff isn’t a 

replacement for addressing the discrepancies 

in pay, but regular surveys can help you combat 

the happiness gap in the workplace. You can 

address both issues with one programme as many 

of the solutions for the gender happiness gap 

complement, and even replicate, those for solving 

the gender pay gap.  

For example; we asked over 1,000 UK employees 

what would make them feel happier at work, and 

for men the most common themes in the verbatim 

comments were flexible working, working from 

home, and more training. For women, the top 

themes from the comments were more support, 

more money, and more respect.

 

If women who work part-time  

are paid less per hour than those  

who work full-time, who are in turn  

paid less than men who work full-time,  

then female part-time work  

contributes to the pay gap, even  

more so as part-time work  

forms a substantial part of  

female employment. 

Increase the uptake and availability of flexible working
A recent report from the Equality and Human Rights 

Commission has highlighted the number of women 

employed on a part time basis as a key factor in the 

gender pay gap. 

They have also advised that all jobs should be 

offered on a flexible basis, not simply low paid, 

non-skilled work. Part time, job-share and other 

types of flexible working should be offered even for 

the highest paid roles. This would not only benefit 

women who are primary caregivers as they will be 

able to take the time they need to look after their 

children but might also encourage male workers 

to request flexible hours - interestingly, many 

male respondents to our UK survey cited ‘more 

autonomy’, ‘flexible work hours and ability to work 

from home’ and ‘better working hours’ as a solution 

to their unhappiness in the workplace. 

From these responses it seems that men desire 

the ability to choose their own working hours and 

environment, so why is it still mostly women who 

work part-time and take flexible hours?



What Not to Do
Quick Fixes  
Won’t Do The Trick 



Reducing the gender pay disparities in the workplace is a 
daunting task, and it’s easy to try and find a ‘quick fix’ for the 
problem. But here’s the thing, no quick fix is going to solve 
years of hidden sexism and unconscious bias. Unfortunately, 
some organisations are still tempted to try. So here are a few 
complete and utter no-no’s when it comes to reducing both 
your gender pay and gender happiness gaps. 
  
Don’t try to sugar-coat your results
While it may be tempting to try and explain away 

results that you believe don’t accurately reflect 

the values and ethos of your company, it is very 

unlikely that this will work out in your favour.

Attempting to explain away the findings by stating 

that ‘we simply have more men on the board’ or 

‘our industry is dominated by women in frontline 

positions’ is just not going to cut it. It is important 

to acknowledge that no matter the reason, a 

gender pay gap is unacceptable. While the gender 

pay gap is influenced, in part, by society, the blame 

cannot solely lay there. If this was simply a societal 

issue, there woukd be very little variation in the 

extent of the gap, and with some companies, like 

Majestic Wine, having a gender pay gap where 

women are coming out on top, this clearly  

isn’t the case. 

It is also inadvisable to attempt to simply reduce 

your employee happiness gap while ignoring 

the gender pay gap. Ice creams for all before 

announcing that women are not earning as much 

as men and that’s just the way it is will not be well 

received. A one-off bonus as a good will gesture 

won’t go very far in reversing what could be a 

lifetime of discrimination for some of your oldest 

employees. When times are tough, sugar-coating 

things with short term benefits will not work  

and the likelihood is that you will simply end  

up decreasing the overall happiness of  

your workforce.  

Don’t focus too heavily on the numbers
It’s easy to get caught up with the numbers, but 

this can lead to some unfortunate, and possibly 

very costly mistakes. For example; if you simply 

cut male workers pay, then you would be able to 

effectively remove the gender pay gap entirely. 

However, you would probably find yourself with 

numerous resignation letters as unhappy workers 

find themselves unable to live the life they were 

previously accustomed to on a fraction of their pay. 

You may be tempted to just promote some women 

into more senior positions and put a cap on hiring 

them for low paid, part-time work. This would not 

only reduce your gender pay gap, but also bring 

down women’s overall happiness levels in the 

workplace. This is most likely to result is increasingly 

unhappy workers in positions they don’t really want 

and a large number of discrimination claims.



Don’t just assume one size fits all
There is more diversity in the workplace than 

ever before, so it is unlikely that one solution will 

work for every employee. For some of your staff, 

irrespective of gender, flexible working may be 

the answer to reducing both the pay gap and 

the happiness gap. Flexible working is a benefit 

that is regarded extremely highly by the younger 

generations, as they are able to create a better 

work/life balance. It is also a good solution for  

men who want to take a more hands on approach 

when it comes to raising their young children. 

However, not everyone wants or needs to work 

from home, so it is important that you listen to the 

desires of your employees, and don’t force what 

may good for one section of your workforce on  

the entirety of your staff. 

Conclusion
Ultimately, closing both the gender pay gap and 

the gender happiness gap will require a long-term 

strategy of internal changes, senior management 

buy-in, education, an open attitude to ask the 

difficult questions and the positive action to act 

upon the answers received. 

There’s no quick fix for the unconscious bias that 

has become so ingrained in company culture, but 

the steps taken to aid its reduction and elimination 

will undoubtedly leave you with a happier, more 

engaged, more productive workforce, regardless  

of gender. 

Personal Group is a UK based provider of  

employee services, including employee benefits 

and insurance products. Our unique approach to 

delivering employee engagement brings together 

both digital and face to face communication 

to provide employees access to their company 

benefits, discounts, technology and services 

anytime, anywhere.

To find out more about how we can help, visit www.personalgroup.com.
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