


Conference Proceedings

Closing the Gender Pay Gap
20th April 2018

Conference Proceedings



2 Closing the Gender Pay Gap

  President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society

  Centre of Labour Studies, University of Malta

	 	 National	Statistics	Office

  National Trade Union Forum

  emPOWer – Platform of Organisations for Women

  Ernst and Young Malta

(c) The President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, 2018
San Anton Palace, Attard.
ISBN No: 978-99957-933-0-2



3Conference Proceedings

Table of Contents

1.      Introduction
 Ms Elaine Balzan, Compere ………..................................................................................….. 5

2. Opening Speech
 Her Excellency Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca, President of Malta ..................…..... 6

3. What is the Gender Pay Gap, and what are its causes?
           Dr Anna Borg, Centre for Labour Studies, University of Malta ....................…..... 9

4. The Gender Pay Gap in Malta: A Partial Analysis by Occupation and Industry
											Ms	Joslyn	Magro,	National	Statistics	Office	........................................................…....	13

5. Reaction Panel .................................................................................................................…... 21

6. Audience Discussion .......................................................................................................…. 31

7. An Example of Good Practice: The Equal Pay Standard in Iceland
            Hon Þorsteinn Víglundsson, Member of Parliament, Iceland  .......................…... 37

8. Advocacy towards the economic empowerment of women
           Ms Hanna Birna Kristjansdottir, Chair of the Executive Board of Women 
           Political Leaders ....................…........................................................................................... 43

9. Questions from the Floor ...........…................................................................................... 48

10. Working to Close the Gap: What Can we do?
           Ms Grace Camilleri, Associate Partner, EY Malta .................................................... 50

11. Closing Remarks Dr Ruth Farrugia, Director-General, 
             President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing   of Society .......................................... 52

List of Figures

Fig. 1.  Economic activities with the highest gender pay gap rates in Malta ............... 14

Fig. 2. Percentage working in occupational group, according to the top 6 
            GPG sectors ............................................................................................................................ 15

Fig. 3. Gender Pay Gap among the occupational groups with more 
             employees for all economic activities ........................................................................... 16

Fig. 4. Gender Pay Gap among the occupational groups with more 
            employees, within the top 6 sectors ............................................................................. 16

Fig. 5. Gender Pay Gap by age group for all economic activities .................................. 17

Fig. 6. Gender Pay Gap by Age group in the top 6 economic sectors ......................... 17

Fig. 7.  Gender Pay Gap by level of education for all economic activities .................... 18

Fig. 8. Gender Pay Gap by level of education according to the top 6          
           economic activities ............................................................................................................. 18

Fig. 9. Gender Pay Gap in relation to the female employment rate .............................. 19



4 Closing the Gender Pay Gap

List of Tables

Table 1. Gender Pay Gap by size of enterprise ....................................................................... 19



5Conference Proceedings

Introduction
Ms Elaine Balzan, Compere

Your Excellency, 
Honourable Ministers, 
Members of Parliament, 
Distinguished Guests and Friends. 

Good morning and welcome to the ‘Closing the Gender Pay Gap’ conference. Recent 
statistics show that the gender pay gap in Malta currently stands at 11% across 
all sectors of the economy, while the overall earnings gap stands at 45.6 %. This 
conference will explore how the gender pay gap is manifested in Malta, whilst sharing 
recent examples of international good practice. The conference will also put forward 
the recommendations for stakeholders to commit towards permanently closing 
the gender pay gap. On behalf of the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society, and our conference partners the Centre for Labour Studies at the University 
of	Malta,	the	National	Statistics	Office,	EY	Malta,	the	National	Trade	Unions	Platform,	
and emPOWer, I welcome you to this conference. Please join me now in welcoming 
Her Excellency the President of Malta for her opening speech. Thank you.
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Opening Speech
Her Excellency Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca, President of Malta

Honourable Þorsteinn Víglundsson, Member of Parliament in Iceland, 
Ms Hanna Birna Kristjánsdóttir, Chair of the Executive Board of Women Political 
Leaders, 
Dr Anna Borg, Director of the Centre for Labour Studies at the University of Malta, 
Dr Ruth Farrugia, Director-General of the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing 
of Society, 
Distinguished Guests, 
Dear Friends,

Let me begin by thanking my Foundation, the President’s Foundation for the 
Wellbeing of Society, for facilitating today’s important conference, in collaboration 
with many essential stakeholders. These include emPOWer as a Platform of 
Organisations for Women, the Centre for Labour Studies at the University of Malta, 
the	National	Statistics	Office,	the	National	Forum	of	Trade	Unions,	and	Ernst	and	
Young Malta. It is inspiring to see the synergies that have been created, with each 
stakeholder bringing their strengths and their inspirations to the table in order 
to take this conversation to the next level. It is only by working together through 
opportunities such as this conference that we can continue to highlight the essential 
need for the equal and equitable socio-economic participation of women. This 
conference also gives us the opportunity to promote practical action to achieve this 
important goal. I would like to take this opportunity to welcome two of our speakers 
who have joined us from Iceland. I recently visited your beautiful country as part of 
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a Women Political Leaders initiative, of which I am a proud member of the Advisory 
Board. I had the opportunity and the privilege to participate in a panel discussion 
with	Her	Excellency	Vigdís	Finnbogadóttir,	the	world’	s	first	democratically-elected	
female President, whose leadership in the area of women’s empowerment needs 
no introduction. Her legacy is surely a source of pride to the people of Iceland, and 
to all women of the world. For these reasons, I must commend the many ways in 
which Iceland is leading the way in introducing concrete measures for equal pay, by 
creating checks and balances, and making them legal and mandatory, so that equal 
pay exists in practice and not just on paper. Therefore I look forward to hearing 
from our eminent speakers from Iceland as I am sure we shall all be inspired by the 
practical strategies they shall share, to work towards the economic empowerment 
of women in the Maltese Islands. 

Although there have been a number of important steps forward for women’s 
economic empowerment in Malta, in particular through the increased rate of 
gainfully occupied women, it is now time to address the challenge of the gender pay 
gap. I am convinced that we all believe that the socio-economic empowerment of 
women leads to the enrichment of our families, our communities, and our societies 
as a whole. Moreover, our journey towards full equality and equity in the economic 
sectors of our country is evidence of an even deeper commitment to safeguard the 
universal human rights and fundamental freedoms of all humanity. In this context, 
I believe that we must be led by the mandate of the United Nations 2030 agenda, 
and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Agenda 2030 is a road map that brings 
with it a system of values which promote respect for human dignity, the pursuit of 
equity, effective access to democratic participation, and equitable opportunities for 
inclusive	prosperity.	Sustainable	Development	Goal	5	specifically	targets	the	need	
for gender equality and for the empowerment of women and girls, as part of Malta’s 
commitment to a future of equality, equity, and justice for all. I believe that our 
society	and	our	whole	world	would	benefit	from	strong	female	role	models	whose	
example will continue to inspire both our young women and our young men to 
become true champions of gender equality and inclusion. 

Notwithstanding the large employment gender gap of over 25 percentage points 
between Maltese men and women, the 2017 European Institute for Gender Equality 
Index shows some signs of positive development. Most importantly, as I have 
already stated, these include an increase in the level of women engaged in full time 
employment. However, according to recent data from Malta’s National Statistics 
Office,	nearly	a	quarter	of	Maltese	women	claim	that	they	are	unable	to	work	due	
to personal and family responsibilities. On the other hand, the European Institute 
for Gender Equality Index notes that one of the most serious challenges for gender 
equality in Malta is the unequal division of time spent by women and men on unpaid 
work.	This	 includes	care,	domestic	tasks,	chores	and	social	activities.	This	reflects	
a worrying lack of development when it comes to the mentality and the culture 
here in Malta, which still excludes women from full and equitable inclusion in the 
economy. We are making considerable strides forward in terms of legislation and 
policy, however we are not keeping up the same pace in achieving the much-needed 
mental and cultural leap to overcome stereotypism, prejudice, and discrimination. 
According to the latest European Institute for Gender Equality Index, the share of 
Maltese women who are members of boards in the largest quoted companies is only 
3.8 %, compared to an EU average of 21.7 %. When it comes to the share of board 
members of Malta’s Central Bank, 20 % are women as opposed to 80 % who are men. 
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With regards to the top levels of decision-making, according to the 2018 European 
Commissions’ report on equality between women and men, women account for less 
than 20 % of parliamentary members in Malta. The European Commission’s report 
also echoes the European Institute for Gender Equality Index, stating that Malta 
is amongst the worst performers on the gender employment gap in Europe. It is 
worrying to acknowledge that the gender pay gap in Malta has grown from 7.2 % in 
2010, to 11% in 2016. The overall earnings gap also stands at nearly 50 %, according to 
the	latest	Eurostat	figures.	Professor	Anna	Borg,	the	Director	of	the	Centre	of	Labour	
Studies at the University of Malta, who shall speak later on during this conference, 
has noted that women work for free for more than one month every year because of 
the gender pay gap, and things will only get worse if nothing is done. Furthermore, 
in comparison to men, women still tend to be employed less, are employed in lower 
paid sectors, and work on average six hours longer per week than men, but have 
fewer paid hours, and face fewer and slower promotions. Women in the European 
Union are over-represented in industries with low pay levels, and under-represented 
in	 well	 paid	 industries,	 thereby	 significantly	 contributing	 to	 the	 gender	 pay	 gap	
across	 the	 European	Union.	We	 need	 to	 find	 innovative	ways	 of	 addressing	 this	
troubling situation, especially in our own society, and I hope these indicators will 
provide valuable food for thought during this conference. Let me therefore conclude 
by thanking the number of stakeholders who are present here today, and who are 
actively interested in taking whatever steps they can to close the gender pay gap. 
I	firmly	believe	that	many	individuals	and	organisations	within	our	business	sector	
are well-intentioned, but are still lacking the appropriate strategies to address the 
issue of the gender pay gap head on. Therefore, I augur that today’s conference will 
inspire all stakeholders in Malta to take strategic action. I am encouraged by the 
number of people in attendance, and the focus which we are placing on this issue at 
a national level. 

In conclusion, I would like to encourage everyone to be united in the pursuit of 
sustainable peace, inclusive prosperity, and holistic wellbeing, thereby safeguarding 
equality, equity, and dignity for each and every member of our society in the Maltese 
Islands. Thank You.
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What is the Gender Pay Gap, and what are its causes?
Dr Anna Borg, Centre for Labour Studies, University of Malta

         

Good morning everyone, and I thank Her Excellency for inviting me to this event, 
along with everybody who was involved. I have been asked to speak this morning 
about the gender pay gap. I am going to be speaking in general, but then I will also 
be asking why this is happening, because unless we can understand the causes, 
we	can’t	address	them.	The	gender	pay	gap	is	defined	as	the	difference	between	
the average gross hourly earnings of men and women. This includes overtime, it 
includes bonuses, and it includes other perks, all expressed as a percentage of the 
average gross of the yearly earnings of men. So basically, the NSO looks at what 
men are earning, including bonuses, and turns them into an hourly rate, and then 
that is compared with the hourly rate of women. The difference of 11% comes out 
of this very complicated exercise which the NSO does, and this was based on the 
latest data from 2016. This actually means that for every hundred cents that a man 
earns, essentially on average, a woman earns just eighty nine cents, when you put 
everything in one basket. Therefore, after the 19th of November this year, women will 
be working for free, because that is the real gap. 

Where does Malta stand in comparison to the rest of Europe? Well, the gender pay 
gap across the EU is currently about 16 %, so overall we are doing a little bit better. 
There are some countries who are better off than us as they are much lower, and 
countries where the pay gap actually goes up to over 20%. So Malta is almost midway 
between the EU countries, however that doesn’t mean that Malta can afford to be 
complacent. We need to be very careful because over time, this is going to increase. 
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So	what	are	the	causes	of	the	wage	gap?	There	isn’t	one	specific	cause.	Nobody	can	
reduce the gender pay gap to one reason or another, because there are complex 
reasons for it. There are issues of direct discrimination and issues of indirect 
discrimination, as I shall discuss here. 

In a lot of organisations, there is a culture of secrecy around wages, and in some 
companies people are actually asked to sign that they will not disclose how much 
they are earning. That culture of secrecy in itself creates and allows employers to 
decide for themselves whether they want to pay a woman and a man equally. We 
know that usually, women are more devalued overall. There are research theories 
that show that when a sector of the economy is taken over by women, their wages 
stand to be lower (Levanon, England, Allison, 2009)1. There was a court case in the 
UK earlier this year for a claim of four billion UK pounds. This was brought about by 
Tesco workers, because they found that the men working in the dispatching section 
were being paid £11 per hour, while the women who worked in the stores trying to 
solve people’s problems at the checkout were only paid £8 an hour. They asked 
why their work was devalued, questioning whether dispatching boxes was more or 
less important than dealing with people. This is a case which has just started in the 
UK courts, and we have to see how it turns out. However it does speak to an issue 
where very often, employers think that a woman’s income is secondary, or an add-
on, to that of her husband, who is still considered the main breadwinner. There is a 
pervasive idea of devaluing women’s contributions. 

The gender pay gap is also related to the fact that women and men work in different 
jobs. When NSO calculate their data, it becomes evident that there are many men in 
higher positions who contribute to the wage gap. If 80% or 90% of people at CEO 
level and at board member level are men, they will in turn have a much better wage. 
This	 definitely	 contributes	 to	 the	wage	 gap,	 and	 the	 fact	 that	more	 hasn’t	 been	
done to ensure that women can progress just as easily to these high levels makes a 
difference. 

There is vertical and horizontal segregation in the labour market, where women and 
men still do different jobs - more than 40% of women across the EU work in health, 
education, and public administration, and we know that they are not very well paid. 
Very few – less than a third of women in the EU - are scientists and engineers, 
and obviously that affects the wage gap. We must encourage more girls to go into 
science, and encourage men to go into caring, so that all work is valued equally. Men 
also take on more dangerous jobs, and that also contributes to a higher pay gap. 
One of the largest contributors to the pay gap comes from the structural hurdles 
that women and men face, in trying to combine caring for a family with paid work. 
Generally what happens is that when a woman has a child, she either cuts down 
on her working hours, while some women stop completely, and others work part-
time or on reduced working hours. The work trajectory of men continues when they 
become fathers, and it probably increases due to the pressure on men to provide 
for the family. Female work trajectories in turn become more interrupted, and less 
consistent. This ultimately has an impact on their professional development. An 
employer  will  likely  train  the  person  who  they  think  is more  consistent,  therefore 

1  Levanon, A, England, P, Allison, P (2009) Occupational feminization and 
pay: Assessing causal dynamics using 1950–2000 U.S. census data. Social Forces 
88(2): 865–891 
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new mothers will receive fewer perks, and they will receive fewer increments. This is 
referred to as the motherhood penalty, and in the next presentation, NSO will share 
the data which they have on how becoming a mother carries a penalty in Malta, in 
terms of income. 

An Estonian study shows that for every child a woman has, her earning power is 
reduced by 3.6 %, while men are not affected. In Norway, having children accounts 
for	about	36	%	of	the	gender	pay	gap,	so	this	confirms	the	motherhood	penalty.2 
In Germany, there are studies which show that the career gaps which arise from 
staying home to care for children also have an impact on income. If an employee 
returns within a year, the pay gap is about 6%, while it goes up to 14% if you spend 
three years or more away from the German labour market. There are also studies 
which	suggest	that	men	are	more	ambitious,	and	are	more	likely	to	negotiate	fiercely	
when it comes to negotiating pay, both at the initial stages and later on. Women 
perhaps also undervalue themselves, and either don’t ask, or do not negotiate as 
fiercely.	Other	 theories	 suggest	 that	 because	women	 tend	 to	 have	 a	 network	 of	
other women, the job openings they would know about would generally be in the 
lower ranks, whilst having more men in your network can lead to better job openings, 
given that men are often gatekeepers with access to a lot of jobs. Women would in 
turn be less likely to know about top openings, and as data shows, both local and 
foreign women are more likely to work part-time than men. Again, this means fewer 
perks, and fewer opportunities for career progression. 

We have quite a challenge on our hands. How do you deal with direct and indirect 
discrimination? How do you break the culture of secrecy? What are other countries 
doing to make sure that people are aware of the pay gap? There was a qualitative 
study done by the National Commission for the Promotion of Equality some years 
back, and almost everybody who was interviewed wasn’t aware of a gender pay gap. 
Many think that since we have laws and regulations, that we do not have a wage gap. 
It is only afterwards that people become more aware. We must tackle the culture of 
secrecy and speak more about this, so that people may become aware. Not only is 
there a wage gap, but in some sectors of the economy, it can go up to almost 30%. 
People need to become aware, and start asking and demanding that they are paid 
fairly, especially if they are doing exactly the same job. How do you establish the 
principle of equal pay for work of equal value, as in the Tesco case? How do you 
establish that legally? It is not easy, but we have to start asking why it is that women’s 
work is usually devalued, especially when it is related to caring. Why do we do so? 
How do you tackle the vertical segregation? How do we give equal opportunity 
to women and men, while giving men and women with caring responsibilities the 
chance to continue in their careers and aim for higher positions? How do we make 
sure that Government appoints women and men equally on Government boards? 
That is a wonderful opportunity for Government to be a role model. We also need to 
move for change in the private sector in this regard, as previous studies show. 

One of the biggest challenges is addressing traditional gender roles and stereotypes. 
How can men be encouraged to share a little bit more in those responsibilities? In 
Malta, a new father will get one day of paid leave. That in itself sends a strong 
message  that  it  is the  mother  who is  expected  to take on  the caring role, and not 

2 Eurofound, 2010 - Addressing the Gender Pay gap: Government and Social 
Partner Actions. 
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the father. A lot of work needs to be done in making sure that men have a quota of
parental leave that is paid, and paid well. There is four months of unpaid parental 
leave,	which	 is	difficult	when	parents	have	 just	had	a	child	-	expenses	have	gone	
up, and parents may barely be coping with paying mortgages, along with other 
expenses.	My	final	suggestion	would	be	to	promote	a	change	in	our	work	practices	
in	the	workplace,	to	reflect	the	realities	of	the	21st	century.	We	still	hear	too	many	
stories	of	women	unable	to	work	flexibly,	and	in	Malta	we	still	don’t	have	a	legal	right	
to	ask	to	work	flexibly,	which	is	problematic	in	itself.	Employees	are	at	the	mercy	of	
their employers who can simply answer no, and that would be the end of the story. 
In such a case the mother may ultimately feel that she has little choice but to stop 
working or reduce her hours. 

There is a lot to be done, and yes the situation is complex. We have to work on it 
from multiple aspects. The sooner we start working on it the better, because my fear 
is that if we don’t, this will continue to escalate and have detrimental effects - not 
only for women, but also for society at large. 

Thank you very much.
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The Gender Pay Gap in Malta: A Partial Analysis by 
Occupation and Industry
Ms Joslyn Magro, National Statistics Office

Thank	you,	Your	Excellency,	for	 inviting	our	office	to	present	the	official	statistics	
on this issue. After the previous presentation, we now have a rough idea of what 
is	going	on.	I	will	now	present	the	figures	behind	this	research,	and	consider	what	
the	figures	are	saying.	We	have	already	framed	this	discussion	by	defining	what	the	
gender pay gap is. We have information about the hourly earnings of a male, the 
hourly earnings of a female, and we undertake the following formula. 

We subtract female earnings from the male earnings, and we do it as a percentage 
of	the	male	earnings.	 In	essence,	 this	data	results	 from	a	survey	which	our	office	
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carries out once every four years, which is called the Structure of Earnings Survey. 
All data which I will present here today comes from this survey. This information is 
updated annually, however we don’t have all the variables available on an annual 
basis,	which	is	why	we	are	focusing	on	the	2014	findings.	Coincidentally,	2018	will	be	
the reference year for the next Structure of Earnings Survey, and next year we will 
be collecting fresh data and more updated data, so in a few years we will be able to 
supply updated results. 

So, who is providing the data for computing the gender pay gap? We consider the 
private sector, as well as the public sector. NSO uses administrative data for the 
public sector, on a general level, and we go to the units who employ ten or more 
employees, so we are not covering the very small units. In terms of the economy, all 
economic activities are covered in this survey, with the exception of agriculture and 
fishing.	So	practically,	the	survey	captures	everybody	working	in	an	organisation	of	
ten or more employees. 

What is the overall gender pay gap? The overall gap according to the 2014 survey 
was 10.6%, and included all economic activities which the survey covers. This 
included construction, manufacturing, service industry, and any economic activity 
outside	of	agriculture	and	fishing.	All	occupations	were	considered,	 from	the	top	
post to the lower levels. The highest rates for the gender pay gap were found in the 
finance	and	insurance	activities	sector,	where	males	earn	28.3	%	more	than	females	
overall, irrespective of the occupation. The lowest rate was found in the transport 
and storage activity sector, where a male earns 8.1 % more than a female. 

Is the gender pay gap restricted to the private sector? Does the public sector have 
a pay gap? Well, the gap is found in both the private and public sector, though in 
the public sector we have males earning 5% more than their female counterparts on 
average, while in the private sector it is 14.3 %. Does parenthood have a bearing on 
the	gender	pay	gap?	Once	you	become	a	parent,	does	this	have	an	influence	on	your	
earnings? The answer is yes. When you compare a male parent with a female parent, 
the pay gap stands at 16.6 %. So a male parent earns 16.6 % more than a female 
parent.	This	specifically	refers	to	parents	of	dependent	children,	meaning	that	the	
children are under 16, or are aged between 16 and 24, and are economically inactive 
and living with their parents. Parents of children above that age are not included 
in	the	16.6	%.	For	others,	the	gap	is	6	%,	 indicating	a	significant	 impact	once	you	
become a parent. 
         

         Fig. 1. Economic activities with the highest gender pay gap rates in Malta



15Conference Proceedings

We	need	to	consider	the	differences	in	economic	activity.	The	figure	above	shows	
the economic activities with the highest gender pay gap rates. So the highest rate is 
28.3	%	in	the	finance	and	insurance	sector.	This	is	followed	by	professional,	scientific,	
and	 technical	activities	 -	23.1	%	 (including	accountancy	firms,	 lawyers,	architects,	
business	consultancy	firms,	and	so	on).	In	the	information	and	communication	field,	
men are earning 20.6 % more than women. This sector includes mobile operators 
and IT companies. There is a gap of 19.1 % in relation to arts, entertainment and 
recreation activities (which includes museums and the betting industry). In wholesale 
and retail, the pay gap is 18.9 %, and in manufacturing, males are being paid 18.8 % 
more than the females. So indeed, the sector that a person is employed in makes a 
difference in terms of the gender pay gap. The six industries where the pay gap is 
the highest have a collective gender pay gap of 18.3 %. If we then had to look at the 
remaining sectors, these make up a difference of 3.7 % in terms of a gender pay gap.

Where do most of the employees work? And is there a difference between the 
economic activities with the highest gender pay gap, and the rest of the economic 
activities?
 

         Fig. 2. Percentage working in occupational group, according to the top 6 
         GPG sectors

Among males working in the top six economic activities, where the pay gaps are 
high, 18 % are working in technical and associate professional jobs. So they would 
be working as administrators, as manufacturing supervisors, as technicians, land 
surveyors, and insurance representatives. For males working in the other sectors, 21 
% work in sales and service activities, including jobs like waiters, bartenders, sales 
persons, carers, and Learning Support Assistants. When it comes to females, 22 % of 
females working in the sectors where the pay gap is the highest are working as sales 
and service workers. In the other sectors, 29 % of females are doing professional 
jobs such as teaching, or are doctors, lawyers, architects, or programmers, so that’s 
why there is a difference between the top six and the rest of the sectors. 
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        Fig. 3. Gender Pay Gap among the occupational groups with more 
        employees for all economic activities

What if we focus on the most common occupational groups, and people doing the 
same job? What would the gender pay gap be? The gender pay gap among managers 
is 23.1 %, and among professionals this is 13.7 %. The percentages do start to decrease 
with other occupations; however there is still a gap. If you’re doing technical or 
associate professional jobs, like a draughtsman, supervisor or manufacturing, the 
gap is 10 %. In terms of the last two occupations, this is where females are actually 
better off, which is why the gap is presented as a minus. This applies to clerical jobs, 
like receptionists and similar, where females are being paid 0.3% more than their 
male counterparts. In service and sales workers, again females are being paid 0.7 % 
more than their male counterparts. So this holds for all the economic activities once 
they are considered together.  

         Fig. 4. Gender Pay Gap among the occupational groups with more 
         employees, within the top 6 sectors

The	above	figure	focuses	solely	on	the	top	six	economic	activities.	Broadly	speaking,	
the differences are the same, with the exception of the service and sales workers 
where among the top six, this is no longer in favour of females. Here we return to a 
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gap of male workers being paid 8.9 % more than females. 

         Fig. 5. Gender Pay Gap by age group for all economic activities

Is there a difference in the gender pay gap when it comes to age? Initially, everybody 
starts on practically an equal footing, because the pay gap amongst 15-24 year olds 
is just 0.1 %. However, as the age starts to increase, then we get higher pay gaps, with 
the exception of the 55-64 age group, where the gap starts to decrease. In the latter 
age group, there is a higher percentage of professional females, which impacts the 
gap accordingly. 

         Fig. 6. Gender Pay Gap by Age group in the top 6 economic sectors

In terms of the top six economic activities which have the larger pay gaps, it is 
interesting to note that the gender pay gap increases continually with age. Men and 
women no longer begin on an equal footing, not even for the 15-24 age group. The 
gap begins at 7.5%, and then increases to 32.6% among 55-64 year olds. 
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         Fig. 7. Gender Pay Gap by level of education for all economic activities

Education also has a bearing on the gender pay gap. When all economic activities 
are put together, we notice that there is a 10.3 % pay gap among people who have 
basic education at primary level, or no education at all. For those with a secondary 
or post-secondary level of education, the difference goes up to 12%. Lastly, in terms 
of those with a tertiary education, there is a difference of 18.7 %. In terms of the top 
6 sectors, the trend is the same. Ultimately, the higher the level of education, the 
higher the gender pay gap. 

         Fig. 8. Gender Pay Gap by level of education according to the top 6 
         economic activities

The survey was conducted among companies made up of 10 employees or more. 
So, does the size of the enterprise matter? Well, the data shows that the larger the 
enterprise, the lower the gap. This can probably be attributed to the fact that in 
larger	companies,	there	is	often	more	flexibility,	and	more	opportunities.	In	smaller	
companies, there are fewer people covering the necessary work, which might make 
it	harder	for	people	to	work	flexibly.	In	the	bigger	companies,	there	may	be	more	
workers at the same level, which is why the gap is decreasing. 
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Gender Pay Gap by Size of Enterprise 
for all economic activities

Gender Pay Gap by Size of Enterprise 
among the top 6 sectors with the 
highest GPG

10-49 employees 13.7% 10-49 employees 28.1%

50-249 employees 12.5% 50-249 employees 27.5%

250+ employees 8.6% 250+ employees 14.3%

         Table 1. Gender Pay Gap by size of enterprise

As we can see, the trend is the same - it’s just the level that changes. The smaller 
units have the higher gaps, and the larger units have the lower gaps. Therefore, in 
companies employing 250 or more employees, males are earning 14.3 % more than 
their female counterparts. 

What about the type of employment? If you’re in full time employment, once you 
consider all economic activities together, the gap is 11.9 %. Therefore, a male working 
on a full time basis is paid 12% more than a female who is working full time. If you’re in 
the	top	six	sectors,	the	gap	is	26.4%,	which	is	significantly	more.	However	in	part	time	
employment, females are getting the better paid jobs. With all economic activities 
considered together, females are paid 3% more than their male counterparts, and in 
the top six sectors, they’re paid 7% more. 

         Fig. 9. Gender Pay Gap in relation to the female employment rate

The	above	figures	show	the	evolution	of	the	gender	pay	gap	from	2010	up	till	2016.	
The statistics at the very top show the employment rate of females over a number of 
years. We have had a number of incentives encouraging females to get into the labour 
market, and this is resulting in higher employment rates. The female employment 
rate in 2010 was 39.5 %, and by 2016 this increased to 52.7 %, and indeed has steadily 
been increasing. The data shows that as the female employment rate is increasing, 
so too is the gender pay gap. We have seen that the gender pay gap is found in both 
the	public	and	the	private	sector,	and	that	it	is	definitely	influenced	by	parenthood,	
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by	age,	and	by	education	level.	The	gender	pay	gap	is	also	influenced	by	the	size	of	
the enterprise, and the type of employment. This is what the data shows us, and I will 
leave	it	to	you	all	to	reflect	on	this	information,	so	that	it	may	inform	our	discussion.	
Thank you.
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Reaction Panel

Mr Chris Peregin, Journalist & Entrepreneur (Chair)
Mr Kenny Muscat, General Workers Union
Mr Josef Vella, UĦM Voice of the Workers
Mr Joe Farrugia, Malta Employers Association
Dr Anna Borg, Centre for Labour Studies, University of Malta
Ms Amanda Catania, National Commission for the Promotion of Equality
Ms Charlotte Gregory, emPOWer – Platform of Organisations for Women

Mr. Chris Peregin: Dr Anna Borg, we’ve heard the statistics, and we heard from 
your own research as well, regarding the gender pay gap. As you mentioned, there 
are many factors contributing to the gap, such as parenthood, ambition, dangerous 
jobs, full or part-time work, and so on. In light of the complexities of the gender pay 
gap, how much of a real problem do you think this is? How useful is the concept of 
a	gender	pay	gap,	given	that	it’s	so	complex?	Is	it	a	reflection	of	how	society	is,	or	
something which we need to battle and change?

Dr. Anna Borg:   I	think	it	certainly	reflects	our	society.	We	live	in	a	culture	where	
motherhood	 is	 still	 glorified	 in	many	ways,	but	 in	parallel,	 it	 is	 not	given	enough	
supporting structures. We live in a culture where women have gone to work, but 
men have not made the transition into caring, and into taking on bigger loads within 
the family. This is a problem. One of the points which struck me the most from the 
previous presentation is that the gap is bigger at graduate level. The Government 
invests a lot in the education of graduates, and they end up with a degree. Some of 
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the brightest and best students are females, so when I see that they then go in to the 
labour market and suddenly something shifts, and they are devalued - this indicates 
discrimination, and we cannot tolerate it. If we are happy with it, we just leave it and 
pass it off as a cultural trend, talk about it, and then forget it the next day. However, 
this is going to continue to happen. I think this is not on. If I have two competent 
people,	who	are	doing	exactly	the	same	job,	and	now	we	have	the	data	to	confirm	
this,	why	are	we	allowing	this	to	happen?	So	we	definitely	need	to	do	something	
about it.

Mr. Chris Peregin:   Thank you. I’ll turn now to Ms Charlotte Gregory. What can we 
do? From a women’s organisation’s perspective, what do you think needs to be 
done, in terms of a priority list, to start addressing the challenge of the gender pay 
gap?

Ms Charlotte Gregory:      think from both presentations that we’ve seen so far today, 
the fact that women tend to bear the major responsibility of family and caring is 
quite clear. As a female, our career often has to stop, or we have to take a career 
break once we have children. We don’t only take one career break - sometimes we 
also have to take two, because we also tend to care for elderly parents, for example. 
I think family-friendly measures need to stop concentrating solely on women. It’s 
very good that that there has been an increase in female employment, however is 
this on a part-time basis? Is it due to the fact that we are now offering free childcare, 
and that this is largely associated with women? It’s wonderful to have free childcare, 
but family-friendly measures often target women, when in fact both parents should 
have support to achieve a healthy balance between family and work. When I was 
asked	to	be	on	this	panel,	I	first	had	to	think	-	what	do	I	do	with	my	child?	I	have	to	
take him to childcare earlier. When men are asked, they often don’t need to think 
of these things. So we need to work towards getting that balance. Men need to 
take a more active role in promoting women to have empowerment. We are at a 
Gender Pay Gap conference, and although the issue we are discussing today is an 
economical issue, most of the people attending are female. I’m very happy to see a 
number of males on this panel discussion, but again we’re associating gender pay 
gap with females, when in actual fact it is not a women’s issue. This issue affects men 
as well, particularly when they are forming part of a family unit. It’s a family income. 
If your wife is getting paid less, if she’s earning less, then the family income is less. 
So gender pay gap is not only a female problem, but a problem for society at large. 
The empowerment of women is crucial. We have seen from a number of statistics 
that	women	 tend	 to	hold	 lower	paying	 jobs.	Why	 is	 this?	Difficulties	 achieving	a	
work-life balance could be one aspect of it, but could it also be that women don’t 
feel empowered enough to take on higher jobs? Could it be that we undervalue the 
woman so much, that she doubts her own ability? I feel the empowerment of women 
would	contribute	significantly	towards	lessening	the	gender	pay	gap.

Mr. Chris Peregin:   What about employers? You spoke about what the government 
can do in terms of family-friendly measures, and empowerment in terms of individuals 
and the culture itself, but is there something that employers can do? 

Ms. Charlotte Gregory:	 Definitely,	one	of	the	main	things	is	flexibility.	Employers	
need to move away from the 9am to 5pm mentality. Of course, not all sectors are 
able	to	do	this,	but	the	sectors	that	can,	should	be	a	bit	more	flexible.	Why	can’t	
I	go	to	work	at	11am	and	finish	at	7pm,	or	at	8pm?	With	today’s	technology,	why	I	
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can’t I work from home? There are a lot of things that employers can do. The gender 
pay gap does not necessarily come from direct discrimination between paying a 
male more than a female for the same job, although that is a contributing factor. It 
could well be the fact that the employers are not fostering an environment where 
flexibility,	and	therefore	parenthood,	can	be	juggled.	If	a	mother	is	flexible	and	given	
the opportunity to take her children to school at 9am and start work at 10am, she 
wouldn’t feel pressured to quit her job because there is no one to take the children 
to school. Flexibility is key in both the public and private sector.

Mr. Chris Peregin:    I’d like to bring in Ms Amanda Catania here. I imagine that NCPE 
has many practical examples of complaints which people have lodged regarding 
differences	in	pay.	Are	there	specific	examples	of	women	being	paid	less	than	men	
for doing the exact same job in Malta, and how do we tackle that? What do you 
suggest we can do to stop that from happening? 

Ms. Amanda Catania:   Yes, in fact, we received a complaint way back in 2015, on 
gender discrimination in pay, whereby a female employee alleged that she was 
being paid less for doing the same, or a very similar job, to her male colleagues. The 
National Commission for the Promotion of Equality investigated, because we are 
empowered to investigate such complaints as per our remit, and it was concluded 
that her male colleagues were paid differently, and their average wage was much 
higher than their female colleagues. It resulted that there was discrimination in the 
case.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Is action taken against the employer in such cases?

Ms. Amanda Catania:      We are empowered to mediate in cases where discrimination 
is found to have occurred. Negotiations took place between the employer and the 
employee following the complaint, and the employee received a substantial increase 
in her monthly salary. However, as Dr Borg mentioned earlier on, the culture of 
secrecy	makes	it	difficult	for	women	and	men	to	realise	that	there	are	differences	in	
pay.

Mr. Chris Peregin: 	 	At	first	glance	it	seems	very	low	that	only	one	complaint	reached	
your	office,	though	that	doesn’t	necessarily	mean	that	there	was	one	instance	of	this	
happening. It is more a question of what consequences there could be for reporting 
these issues. In fact in this particular case there was mediation, and there was 
negotiation. Does the complainant ever get victimised for reporting? Do you think 
there are people who are afraid of reporting these issues?

Ms. Amanda Catania:    Yes of course. Under-reporting is not only linked to the 
gender pay gap, but also in all areas relating to discrimination.

Mr. Chris Peregin:    Would people generally be too embarrassed to report?

Ms. Amanda Catania:    There are various reasons. I must add that victimisation is 
also illegal, so just as it is illegal to discriminate in pay and in other employment 
conditions, it is also illegal to victimise an employee because they spoke up about 
something that was discriminatory at the work place.

Mr. Chris Peregin:		 It	 must	 be	 difficult	 to	 determine	 when	 someone	 is	 being	
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victimised.
Ms. Amanda Catania:      That is one of the challenges of under-reporting. The evidence 
needs to be brought up, but very often there are also other ways of investigating.

Mr. Chris Peregin:    So you wouldn’t discourage women, or men for that matter, from 
reporting when they feel they’re being discriminated against in terms of the gender 
pay gap. This particular story ended successfully.

Ms. Amanda Catania:    Yes, this was successful. Another challenge is the lack of 
awareness that women and men have on their rights. On the Gender Pay Gap, a 
Eurobarometer survey showed that a large majority of respondents are not aware 
that the principle of equal pay for work of equal value is guaranteed by law. So they 
are not aware of their rights, when such cases occur.

Mr. Chris Peregin:    You touched upon the secrecy involved in terms of people’s 
wages and salaries. What do you propose as a countermeasure to that? Do you 
think there should be, for example, mandatory reporting on how much employers 
pay their men and women?

Ms. Amanda Catania:      We vouch for more pay transparency. There are different 
ways and means of achieving wage transparency. One can give the right to employees 
to ask for information at aggregate level on different scales, for instance. There can 
be reporting measures by the companies, and in fact the European Commission has 
issued a recommendation on this, proposing various measures that can be taken to 
strengthen pay transparency.
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Mr. Chris Peregin:   Ok thank you very much. Let’s move on to the employers. I am 
an employer myself. Employers are probably seen as being to blame for a lot of the 
gender pay gap. What do you make of these proposals, in terms of pay transparencies 
and other recommendations which have been put forward? Do you think that that it 
makes sense for employers? Is it something that you contest or challenge?

Mr. Joe Farrugia:   Well, let me make one thing clear, I am 100 % against any form 
of wage discrimination on the basis of gender. That is not just my position, but 
also the position of the Malta Employers Association. Any advice that we give our 
members concerning this issue is fairly standard. We can never accept that you have 
two persons, irrespective of whether they are female or male, doing the same job, 
with the same competence, with the same seniority perhaps, and they are being paid 
differently. Let us not forget that you could also have wage discrimination between 
people of the same gender, and that is also tantamount to discrimination. The legal 
framework protects employees in that respect as well. I very much doubt that a 
significant	portion	or	reason	why	we	have	the	gender	pay	gap,	is	due	to	the	fact	that	
you have people of different genders doing the same job, but being paid differently. 
And I’m not surprised that the National Commission for the Promotion of Equality 
have only reported one case, although of course even one case is too many.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  You suspect that it might not be happening as frequently, as 
opposed to just being underreported. 

Mr. Joe Farrugia:  I really doubt the extent to which it happens. First of all, Malta 
has a wide coverage of people falling under a collective agreement. More than half 
the labour force is covered by a collective agreement. A collective agreement would 
certainly not allow for differences in pay based on gender. In many cases it does not 
even pay the employer, because you want to attract the best candidates for the job. 
Now if you’re thinking of paying a person less simply because that person happens 
to be a woman, you are either employing someone who is not as competent as other 
candidates, or else the chances of mobility and even the chances of low productivity 
are	higher.	I	don’t	think	it’s	really	productive.	I	would	attribute	a	significant	portion	
of	 the	gender	pay	gap	 to	 the	 fact	 that,	 first	of	 all,	 family	 responsibilities	 are	not	
shared equally between men and women. I quote a recent survey by Jobs Plus here, 
and we had also conducted a similar survey earlier. Jobs Plus conducted it amongst 
employees, not amongst employers, revealing that 91% of requests for family-friendly 
measures in the private sector are actually accommodated. However the bulk of the 
requests do come from female employees, so that is a reality which many companies 
face. We also need to bear in mind that in many cases, family-friendly measures can 
lead to a fall in income. One of the most popular family-friendly measures is reduced 
hours. If I receive a request from an employee to work for 30 hours a week instead 
of 40 hours a week, then that will lead to a 25 % reduction in gross pay. Although of 
course, that is not the only family-friendly measure that can be implemented.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Can I just challenge you on something you said before? You said 
it doesn’t make sense for employers to pay women less for the same job. Could it also 
be that the employers are taking advantage of the lack of negotiation from female 
employees, or the general sense that their work does not hold as much value? Also, 
if you don’t know how much your male counterparts are being given, how can you 
know whether you are being offered a smaller package?
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Mr. Joe Farrugia:  First of all yes, you do have contracts which have the secrecy 
clause, especially in professional grades. The main reason is not to divulge the rate 
of pay to competitors, especially if you have companies that are competing for 
limited talent. Secondly, I would say that in 90 % plus of the cases, internally within 
the organisation, this doesn’t work. So if I have two accountants - Joe and Rita - and 
they	are	both	equally	qualified,	and	I	am	secretly	paying	Rita	or	Joe	a	higher	rate,	
eventually it will come out. It will create a lot of bad blood, possibly resignations, 
and possibly legal action as well. Remember that in Malta, we have a very solid legal 
framework protecting employees in cases of discrimination on the grounds of equal 
pay for work of equal value. In this respect I reiterate that discriminating, irrespective 
of whether it is between a man or woman, or men or women, is counterproductive, 
in most cases.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Thank you. Mr Muscat from the General Workers Union, do you 
agree that it’s quite unlikely that there are many women being paid less than their 
male counterparts for the same job?

Mr. Kenny Muscat:  Of course. First of all, I have to admit that while we are fully 
aware	of	the	gender	pay	gap,	and	understand	the	issues,	it’s	difficult	for	us	as	a	trade	
union to fully comprehend the issue. Why? This is because when we negotiate, we do 
so irrespective of nationality, and irrespective of gender. We negotiate according to 
skills and competencies. There is no issue of secrecy in our collective agreement. It 
is almost public, so every employee knows the salary structure, and every employee 
knows the salary progression, and I tend to agree with Mr Farrugia that the issue 
is much more a case of where women are employed. If you look at the cleaning 
sector, I can say that the majority of employees are women. However even in a 
sector like this, there is stereotyping. It’s common to see a female employee cleaning 
a	ward,	but	if	I	speak	of	a	window	cleaner,	then	it	is	difficult	to	see	even	one	female	
working as a window cleaner. As a grade, this is paid much more. There are no 
special physical attributes for this work, because you are on a cherry picker and you 
have to manoeuvre a joystick, but even then, there is stereotyping. I really believe 
that	we	have	to	focus	on	the	policy	maker	in	a	twofold	way,	first	the	short	term	and	
then the long term. In the long term we need to look at education, training, and 
upskilling, but in the short term we must identify these sectors which tend to have 
worse working conditions. If our demand for double payment is on a Sunday, and 
maybe NSO could project how this would impact the gender pay gap percentage, 
I’m sure that it will decrease. I’m sure that the percentage will be less, because it will 
affect the lower pay grades. It will affect sectors like private cleaning and caring. So 
first	of	all,	we	have	to	intervene	and	look	at	those	sectors	which	pay	less.	

Dr. Anna Borg:    One of the things I would like to point out is that we may assume it 
isn’t still happening, but in January this year we had the case of Carrie Gracie, who 
worked as the BBC correspondent for China. She was being paid 50 % less, so yes it 
does happen. A correspondent is a correspondent.

Mr. Chris Peregin:   Could there be other factors, such as seniority? 

Dr. Anna Borg:    I don’t think so. She only became aware of the situation very 
recently. One of the things I want to point out is that this bias for paying women 
less has long historical roots. If you look at the United States during the Industrial 
Revolution, employers actually preferred women because they paid them 50% less. 
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Men	were	still	tending	the	fields,	and	so	their	work	trajectory	was	not	as	consistent	
as the women. They preferred women because they could pay them less. In my 
lifetime, until 1976, it was legal to discriminate and give women three quarters of the 
pay of what a man would get. This has long traditional roots, and you don’t eradicate 
those	very	easily.	If	the	legislator	allowed	you	to	pay	women	less,	and	it	was	fine	and	
seen as the norm, how do you suddenly shift from that? You don’t get rid of that way 
of thinking very easily. We have cases which prove it, and we have statistics which 
show this.

Mr. Chris Peregin:   So what do we do about it? Are there more immediate things 
which can be done, in the short term?

Dr. Anna Borg:				I	don’t	think	there	is	a	quick	fix.	I	have	tried	to	highlight	that	this	
is complex, and cannot be approached in a fragmented way. It would be doing a 
disservice	to	everyone	if	we	think	we	can	fix	it	by	plugging	something.	This	needs	a	
more holistic approach. You need to work in the long term as well as the short term. 
Up until now we have only been working on the legal aspect, but this doesn’t mean 
that it is being followed as it should.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Thank you. Let’s move on to Mr Vella from the UĦM. Do you 
agree with your colleague from a trade union perspective, that you don’t focus so 
much on the gender pay gap because the way that you negotiate doesn’t make 
such distinctions on the basis of gender? What can trade unions do to improve the 
situation? 
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Mr. Josef Vella:  A distinction must be made between what we do on collective 
basis, and what we do on an individual basis. I agree that when we are working on 
a collective agreement, there is no distinction in terms of gender, religion, etc. That 
in itself does not mean that somebody out there will not discriminate. At the end of 
the day, although we have laws addressing such discrimination, there are still people 
who will persist in their discriminating acts. So in terms of the trade union yes, from 
the perspective of collective agreements, there is no differentiation between a male 
and female. However when it comes to individual cases, discrimination does happen. 
It	 is	very	difficult	 to	find	such	cases	coming	out	of	unionised	places.	Most	of	 the	
individual cases we see come from unskilled females in un-unionised settings. That 
is the worst case scenario you can encounter, because as long as the female person 
is skilled, at the moment employers need good staff regardless of whether they are 
female or male, and they are not spoilt for choice. However when it comes to low 
skilled females, I think there is a high risk of abuse over there.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  We also saw it with professionals and graduates though, and 
that’s what is shocking.

Mr. Josef Vella:				Yes	it	is	shocking,	but	I	think	that	also	reflects	the	effects	of	the	
past years as well. We did not make the distinction between the past effects that 
we are feeling today, and what the situation today is. If we go back some years ago, 
there was no way of using family-friendly measures, and that was the situation at 
the time.

Dr. Anna Borg:       Statistics would have shown something different, though. Statistics 
are showing that the gender pay gap is actually increasing. What we are seeing is 
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that the older generation is leaving the labour market, and we are getting in a cohort 
of younger people. It should be going down, but in reality it is not.

Mr. Josef Vella:    The increase is due to the effect of the active labour market policies. 
Where we worked to engage more female participation, we succeeded in engaging 
low-skilled females. When they enter the labour market they go for these jobs that 
I was referring to. The drastic increase comes out of an active labour market policy. 
I was part of it, and the UĦM was driving it to some extent. One of our ideas was to 
provide free childcare to help boost female participation, but the effect of that was 
engaging low-skilled people in the labour market, and these low skilled people can 
easily be abused. This one of the issues that we have to address. We are creating 
high end jobs, and we are not giving these opportunities to our people. We have 
to hire people from abroad for these high end jobs, and our children ultimately 
develop	a	bag	of	skills	enabling	them	to	enter	the	first	level	of	the	labour	market.	
That is something that we need to address, considering that in Malta, compulsory 
education is available up until the age of 16.

Mr. Chris Peregin:    Ok thank you very much. Before we go to the audience, I wanted 
to	ask	Ms	Charlotte	Gregory	one	final	question.	Do	you	think	the	situation	is	getting	
better, is the situation we have today a result of past mistakes, or are we possibly on 
a worse trajectory in some ways?

Ms. Charlotte Gregory: I wouldn’t say worse, but I have to disagree with the point 
made that the statistics are showing repercussions from the past. Although in the 
tertiary sector we have more female students - I think we need to see what kind 
of courses female students are taking, and what is happening between the female 
students leaving University at 60%, and the female participation within the work 
force. What is happening there? And why are we attracting lower skilled females? 
To me, it is very evident that structurally, there aren’t enough measures in place to 
help a woman balance work and family commitments. This is why we go from 60 
% participation at university level, to the rate that we have at the moment. Indeed, 
women are returning to the labour market, however are they returning with the 
possibility of only being able to choose lower paid jobs, because the possibility of 
working	flexible	hours	are	more	available	in	certain	jobs	which	are	lower	paid?	For	
example	with	cleaning,	they	possibly	have	the	choice	of	cleaning	before	the	office	
opens,	or	after	an	office	closes,	so	there	is	an	element	of	flexibility	there.	As	Dr	Borg	
was saying, a holistic approach is needed. It cannot be approached in a piecemeal 
way. Although free childcare is very positive, we have to make sure that there are 
also parental rights for the fathers. For example, why can’t a father take more days 
off from work, and work out that balance between him and his wife, when it comes 
to child-caring responsibilities?

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Mr Farrugia, do you agree with that?

Mr. Joe Farrugia:  If Government pays then I don’t see an issue. I don’t see why 
employers have to foot the bill for all this. Employers are already footing the bill for 
maternity leave, and Malta is one of the few countries where employers actually pay 
for maternity leave at full pay.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  So the employer should pay maternity leave but not paternity 
leave?
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Mr. Joe Farrugia:  Ideally Government should pay for the maternity leave as well, 
but	if	we	are	thinking	of	increasing	the	benefits,	I	don’t	think	it	should	come	at	a	cost	
to industry. We have to be very careful.
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Audience Discussion

Participant:     I am an economist, and I am working on an EU-wide project which 
deals with gender equality. One of the things we discussed in Brussels in February 
was the gender pay gap. Whereas in the EU the gender pay gap is actually decreasing, 
in our case it is increasing. That can be explained because we started out with low 
female participation. So as we see female participation increasing, we will expect to 
see the gender pay gap increasing as well.

Mr. Chris Peregin:		 Should	we	expect	2018	figures	to	be	better?

Participant:  Not unless our mentality changes. The legislation is there, but it has 
to be enforced. There are a few cases, as Mr Farrugia pointed out, where you would 
have discrepancy, because the collective agreements would cover that. However 
we can see that is actually worse within the professional sector. When you get to 
the negotiating part - that is where the problems start. Even though you start out 
with	the	same	academic	qualifications,	the	fact	that	you	are	of	child-bearing	age	
already puts you back with the employers. You then have to take career breaks, 
because family-friendly measures are mostly taken up by women, and not by both 
parents. That sets you back another step. All along the way, being a female is to 
your detriment. Legislation, and hopefully the new EU directive looking at work-
life balance, must look at employers. Whether employers pay themselves, or get 
the Governments to do it, there should be encouragement of shared take up of 
family-friendly measures between the two genders. There should be a balance that 
isn’t there at the moment. What I’d like to ask is, how willing are the employers to 
encourage men to take up family-friendly measures? Research shows that family-
friendly measures have actually been negative for women, because it has made the 
situation even worse.
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Mr. Joe Farrugia:  Employers don’t encourage anyone to take family-friendly 
measures, but they try to accommodate requests. If the requests are mostly coming 
from the female percentage of the work force, then they would try to entertain those 
particular requests, just as they would from the male employees. I had a request 
from one of our male employees a few weeks ago, and we reached an arrangement 
of some hours of tele-working. I did not think this was strange coming from a male 
worker. I agree that many companies may have to adjust, because this is a cultural 
shift we are talking about here. In the same way that we should expect males to 
carry a stronger or a greater part of the burden of family responsibilities, likewise 
even at the place of work, we perceive men and women to be equal, and I don’t think 
that is the case, so I would agree with that.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  You don’t think we perceive that?

Mr. Joe Farrugia:  I still think that even employers expect, just as the rest of society, 
that where there are family issues, the family burden responsibility falls mostly on 
the shoulders of the female gender.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Do you deny that employers take that into consideration?

Mr. Joe Farrugia:  It is not just employers, it is everywhere. It is the whole of society 
that thinks this way, and this is what we need to change. We need a cultural shift, 
which I think happened in other countries. It is happening in Malta as well, and it is 
happening mostly by necessity. We cannot afford a low female participation rate in 
the market, and this is where I think female employees, especially female graduates, 
can really bargain for better conditions. Companies, and the economy in general, 
can’t afford to have women staying at home.
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Mr. Chris Peregin:  How can they bargain for better opportunities if there is secrecy?

Mr. Joe Farrugia:  The labour market operates irrespective of whether there is 
secrecy	 in	 the	 contracts	 or	 not.	 There	 are	going	 rates,	 so	 if	 I	 need	one	financial	
controller and I have issued applications through recruitment agencies, and I receive 
CVs - if I have two people, irrespective of gender, and one of them is prepared to 
work for me at €50,000 and the other one is offering his or her services for €45,000 
at the same level of competence - Obviously, I would go for the cheaper rate.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Even more so if one of them is going to access family-friendly 
measures?

Mr. Joe Farrugia:  I think today, family-friendly measures are more common in the 
private sector than one thinks. They are very common, and I think many employers 
make contingencies for them.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Thank you very much.

Mr. Josef Vella:     There are two ways addressing the issue of secrecy. One of them is 
through the collective agreements, because collective agreements are presented to 
all the workers. They have hard copies in their hands, and digital copies in their hands, 
of the collective agreements. So that is one way of eliminating secrecy, through the 
salary structure, and so on. However, as UĦM Voice of the Workers, we also propose 
setting up a board on a national level, whereby all employees in the Maltese labour 
market have their contract of work uploaded on this portal, which can help us as 
participants within the social dialogue, and the Government, to better understand 
labour market perspectives. This includes understanding what type of problems and 
situations we have here when it comes to the gender pay gap. If we have that type of 
portal, you would understand what sort of nomenclature the person has, what sort 
of job he or she has, and what sort of salary he or she is given within a particular 
place of work.

Mr Joe Farrugia:  I disagree that everyone’s salary should be made public on any 
kind of portal. Secondly, the government itself refuses to disclose the conditions of 
employment of a number of its employees, particularly positions of trust. Therefore, 
nowhere in the world do you have situations where all conditions of employment 
are disclosed. The secrecy contracts in many companies is due to the fact that if 
you need a professional, and you are engaging this professional at a particular rate 
which may be higher than the market average, then there is the danger that it will 
disrupt relativities with the other grades within the organisation. 

Mr Josef Vella:  It’s not a case of making the salaries of all employees in the 
labour market public. What I meant was that for statistical purposes, something like 
this can help NSO to collect and gather data. It’s not a question of whether we’re 
going to have a website whereby I put a person down by their particular name, and 
I understand what his salary is.

Chris Peregin:    Any other questions over there? 

Dr. Josianne Cutajar:    My name is Josianne Cutajar, and I’m the Coordinator for 
the Consultative Council for Women’s Rights. We are a very educated audience, 
because I think if these kinds of statistics applied to male employees, there would 
have been a lot more noise than we are making here, in terms of the way these 
statistics are being received. As the Council, we have also consulted on the gender 
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pay gap, and we think that the responsibility should be shared by employers and 
employees, and not just by employers. At the moment it seems that if we’re going 
to reduce the gender pay gap, then the employers are going to lose out. We realised 
that motherhood is going to decrease the women’s salaries. In fact there was a 
research study that shows that for women who had children before 25, and women 
who had children after 35, the gender pay gap was reduced because they could 
work against it. So the issue of family planning is very interesting. Women who had 
children before 25 could work and progress in their work, and that would mean that 
the gender pay gap was reduced. Another issue we discussed was that instead of 
calling it maternity leave, it should be called family leave, and it should be shared. 
There should be a portion that should be taken up by the partner - be they male or 
female. We now have different couples, so we can’t focus solely on the men, and the 
rest should be taken by the women, underlining that women should take at least 14 
weeks for health reasons. We also realised that when we calculated those extra 4 
weeks on minimum wage, and there are maternity funds towards that, not all women 
took up the extra 4 weeks because they were not on full pay. This means that we have 
to look at the 18 weeks. Men only take parental leave when it is paid. So if we do not 
assign a portion of the leave which is paid, men are not going to take it up. Now we 
also saw from Norway that the longer parental leave is, the more women are going to 
lose, because the gender pay gap is also linked with the length of the parental leave. 
There was also the discussion of sick leave, and it seems that the experts on the 
board did not accept to introduce sick leave. Since all parents are working, we need 
sick leave for all parents. We were also discussing whether employees should pay 
more contributions towards extra family leave. Another issue is, for example, if there 
are events linked to children’s performance in school, such as Parent’s Day. Parent’s 
Days are sometimes held in the morning, which means that the parents are going to 
have to take time off from work, if they can. Should there also be a mental shift in 
the way these things are done? Instead of having Parent’s Day in the morning, there 
could be one in the morning and one in the afternoon, so those on shift can access 
this. There were also parents who have children with disabilities, and they have to 
take their children to specialist appointments during school hours, and during their 
working hours. Should there be a scheme where these parents can access specialists 
when they are off, so that they don’t also lose time from work? Job evaluation was 
also mentioned, and we have to be very careful as to what kind of job evaluation will 
be introduced in Malta, because in certain sectors, job evaluation is being used to 
undercharge feminised occupations, so that’s another thing.

Mr. Chris Peregin: Can I just stop you and ask you a question on family leave 
which you mentioned earlier? Can you just explain your proposal on that? Instead 
of maternity leave we have family leave, and this is taken by the couple? I think you 
made a very interesting point. 

Ms. Josianne Cutajar:   We should be able to stagger it, meaning you can take some 
of the portion of this leave when you have Parent’s Day, for example, if this coincides 
with working hours. So family leave can be negotiated and shared by both partners.

Mr. Chris Peregin: And it would be paid by the Government, or employers?

Ms. Josianne Cutajar:  What I’m saying is that the three stakeholders should be 
implicated - we saw that the employers in Malta have some of the lowest costs in 
relation to other costs.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Can we just take that and discuss if there are any other opinions 
on family leave? I think one point which was quite interesting is that now that we 
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have alternative families, gay couples adopting children for example, who’s going to 
take the maternity leave? Do we think that this should change to family leave?

Mr. Joe Farrugia:  The concept of maternity leave was intricately linked to the 
issue of the health and safety of the mother who gives birth. It originated from the 
ILO conventions, from the idea that a mother who gives birth is not in a position to 
return	to	work,	or	to	work	until	the	day	of	confinement.	There	have	recently	been	
discussions to see whether there could be an arrangement for part of the maternity 
leave to be taken by the other partner - by the father, for example. However we 
cannot escape the fact that a good part of the maternity leave has to be taken 
by the mother. Now, if there is an extension of 4 weeks, we could discuss whether 
those 4 weeks may be taken either by the mother or the father, or one could make 
it mandatory for them to be taken by the father, so that could be discussed as well.

Mr. Josef Vella:  There was even a proposal from the unions, to have the rest of 
family leave divided equally between the two parents. So excluding maternity leave, 
which has to remain as it is, the rest of family leave will be 50 %.

Mr. Chris Peregin:   Is this a suitable proposal to move things forward a bit, Dr Borg?

Dr. Anna Borg:     I think what is interesting is that recently, the EU has come up with 
a proposal because they realised there was previously a proposal just to change 
maternity leave. They have now realised that they have to take on this broader issue 
and involve men in the process, which I think is very positive. What they’re proposing 
is that you have four months of paid parental leave for each parent. Usually, what 
happens is that the mother takes the quota, and the father doesn’t, because in a lot 
of countries it’s not paid. So the idea is to push for payment, and to make sure that 
there is a quota reserved for the father, so that there would be more incentives for 
the father to take up. The problem with that proposal is that it will be paid at sick pay 
level.	Now,	when	you	look	at	sick	pay	level	in	Malta	after	the	first	few	days,	if	I’m	not	
mistaken, it goes down to about 20 % of the wage. So for Malta, it’s another positive 
move that the EU will say we have made. My reaction at European Parliament was 
that unless it’s paid at a rate of at least 80 %, no father is going to take it, especially 
once their expenses have increased. So I think in terms of the issue of payment, and 
in	a	country	which	is	doing	very	well	economically...	we	have	to	find	some	money	
to support families. If we don’t support families, who takes on the responsibility? 
Usually it’s the mother, by withdrawing or reducing her hours. She pays the price, 
and today we saw that women pay the price.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Surely there are other reasons as well, like the aging population.

Dr. Anna Borg:    Yes, and we have one of the lowest birth rates in the EU. So unless 
employers and Governments realise that they have to do something about it, in the 
future employers will not have clients, and they will not have employees. This is not 
a stupid thing which we are pushing for to keep women happy. It’s something which 
we have to think as of a country, because it will affect us all. There are estimates 
which, if our birth rates continues as it is, in about 45 years time it will be halved, 
because it is below the replacement rate.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Thank you very much. So I don’t know if there’s maybe one more 
question we can take. Go ahead.

Participant:	 	 	When	 the	 lady	 from	 the	National	 Statistics	Office	was	 giving	 us	 a	
presentation, she mentioned that the pay gap in the public sector is 5 %, and in the 
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private sector it’s over 13 %. I was a little surprised to see the pay gap in the public 
sector amounting to 5 %. I was surprised, because I was under the impression that 
there is equal pay, for equal work, of the same time. 

Mr. Chris Peregin:   And it perhaps contradicts what the gentleman was saying 
about the collective agreements as well. 

Mr. Josef Vella:   There are collective agreements, but then there might be cases 
where even though there is law, there are still people who abuse. 

Ms. Joslyn Magro:      The gap is there for everyone. If we take a case in point, such as 
the public sector, it is there for everyone. Let’s say someone starts off as a principal, 
and men and women get the same salary. Then the female becomes a mother. She 
goes on part time, reduced hours. The hourly rate is the same, so there is no gap 
there. However we are doing hourly rates, with the female working reduced hours. 
At the place of work, there is overtime, and the male can do overtime, so he’s getting 
more earnings. The female won’t work overtime since she’s working part time. Let’s 
say there’s a performance bonus, since there is career progression. So from principal 
you become senior assistant director. There are bonuses for certain grades, and 
males get access to those. Given their career breaks, females take longer to get 
there, if they even do. So that’s when the inequalities start.

Mr. Chris Peregin:   Ok.

Participant:    I see, thank you for that explanation because to me it was a very big 
query. Dr Borg made a reference to 1976, when females only received 75 % of a 
salary, having 25 % of their salary knocked off simply because they were females, 
and that was a tremendous injustice. So this is why the maximum equal work of the 
same type should be the rule. Thank you.

Participant:   Let us not forget that here in Malta, decades ago, women who got 
married couldn’t work.

Mr. Chris Peregin:  Ok, so that I think sets a good tone for coffee break. Thank you 
very much to the speakers.
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An Example of Good Practice: The Equal Pay Standard in 
Iceland
Hon Þorsteinn Víglundsson, Member of Parliament, Iceland 

Thank you all for having me here. Before I start, I’d like to give a short introduction of 
myself.	I	still	find	it	hard	to	call	myself	a	politician,	as	I	spent	most	of	my	time	in	the	
private sector in my professional career - for the most part, from one management 
position to another. In the four years before I went into politics, I served as a Director 
General for the Employers Association in Iceland, very similar to your Employers 
Association. We have a centralised targeting system with trade unions in our labour 
market, so when I’m talking about the issue of gender equality based on my own 
experience, it’s more from my experience within the private sector, and as a manager 
myself. Last year, in Iceland, we introduced a new law called the Equal Pay Standard 
- the Equal Pay Act - which really mandates companies to prove that they are not 
discriminating in pay based on gender, or any other factor for that matter. And 
before I get into the details of the standard itself, I’d like to spend a few minutes 
explaining what Iceland has been doing in the issue of gender equality over the 
years, and why we sought measures which included adopting legal measures or 
mandatory standards in companies. 

Iceland has ranked number one in gender equality for 9 years running now, according 
the World Economic Forum. However, even though our ranking is number one, the 
quest is far from over. We have more or less the same challenges that you have been 
describing this morning. It may be less in scale, but they’re still very familiar. What 
can we see in terms of Iceland’s path to number one in gender equality? First of all, 
90 % of children aged 1 to 5 are in government-operated day care. So 85% of the 



38 Closing the Gender Pay Gap

cost of day care is actually paid for by municipalities, and when children reach the 
age of 5, I think the rate is around 98 % of children in professional day care. This goes 
with equal rights of parents to parental leave, which has been in place in Iceland 
since 2000. Parental leave is 9 months altogether, and 3 months for each parent, 
and then 3 months that are shared. Parents can decide between them how they will 
split it, but they cannot transfer their individual 3 months from mother to father or 
vice versa - they each have to use it. This has changed quite a lot. I think that when 
we really look at what the main challenges are, I would say there are three. There are 
the challenges of equal access, equal opportunity, and equal pay. I would stress the 
use of the words parental leave - it’s shared by both parents, which is a critical factor 
in ensuring equal access to the labour market. It doesn’t matter for an employer, 
that a young person is a man or a woman. They will most likely have children, they 
will have to take time off because of it, but they will do that more or less equally. 
A positive effect of this, as studies in Iceland have shown, has been for fathers to 
bond more with the children. They take a more active part in their upbringing, and 
critically, they participate more in housework. This isn’t just a labour market policy, 
it’s a societal policy. 

What is the challenge for society when it comes to gender equality? Modern societies 
are changing. Women are entering the labour market more and more. We need to 
move in the labour market, and our birth rates are dropping down. So really, we could 
say that the challenge - when it comes to the labour market and gender equality, is 
making sure that the decision to have and raise a family, and to have a successful 
career, are not opposing decisions. Both parents should be able to decide to have 
children and raise a family, and also enjoy a prosperous career, regardless of whether 
you’re a man or a woman. So other than that, we have 79 % of women active in the 
labour market, compared to around 87 % of men, which is fairly close. We haven’t 
closed the gap completely, but it is still very close. Women now make up about two 
thirds of University students and graduates. We introduced a gender quota within 
company boards and public institutions in the period between 2008 and 2013. It 
isn’t just about the composition of the board, it is about the career opportunities 
within that company. Hopefully with a more gender-balanced board, we will also 
see more gender-balanced senior management of those same companies. That still 
hasn’t happened in Iceland, but I solemnly believe that it will. As the boards get 
more established, and women on the board get more established, that will follow. 
Of course we will have to monitor that closely, because that is really the aim of the 
game - to balance the senior management. Now in government, 46 % of our ministers 
are women, and 38% of our parliamentarians are women. We had a setback in the 
last election - we were almost at parity prior to that, and 43 % of representatives in 
municipalities are women as well. And as I previously mentioned, in May last year we 
passed the bill on the Equal Pay Standard, and it took effect at the beginning of this 
year.	The	first	companies	are	being	certified	this	year.	
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In 1975, there was ‘Women’s day off’ - a women’s strike, where the majority of Icelandic 
women went to the streets to really protest their situation in society. We can really see 
that the changes in gender equality in Iceland bear their roots from that day. I would 
like to stress that change in gender equality doesn’t just happen. It isn’t something 
that we just have to be patient about. As women are getting more educated, and 
more involved, it is driven. Gender equality is the result of a sequence of hard-earned 
events or decisions that have been taken by the Government throughout the years. 
Our	 leading	 example	 was	 Her	 Excellency	 Vigdís	 Finnbogadóttir,	 the	 first	 female	
elected President. She was President between 1980 and 1996, and she was really a 
representation of the change that Iceland was undergoing at the same time, with the 
political empowerment of women. Now we can see that it is really critical, and we 
could say that the political empowerment of women is as a result of the strike in 1975. 
This was the turning point in the gender equality struggle, and we can see how the 
gap has been closing since then. Until then, men had consistently composed 95 % of 
Members of Parliament. We had a special alliance of women running for parliament 
in 1983, and from that point on, it really started changing. Like I said, during the last 
election we almost reached parity. There was a ratio of 52:48, or thereabouts, but 
unfortunately, in the last election we had a setback. Parliament is now composed of 
38 % of members who are women, but nonetheless, we have gradually been moving 
in the right direction. Now, why do we need to go so far as to take legal measures? 
As	 I	 mentioned	 before,	 I	 have	 worked	 for	 an	 employers	 association.	 I’m	 a	 firm	
believer in a favourable regulatory environment where we need to keep business 
competitive. I know all these arguments, and yes, there is no doubt that legislation 
like this comes at a cost. The problem is that this is the manifestation of gender 
inequality in the labour market. Family responsibilities are borne by women, parental 
leave is more or less mainly taken by women, unpaid care work is done by women, 
part-time work is done by more women than men, and career development is less 
favourable for women than men. Then we have the gender pay gap, and we must 
always bear in mind when we talk about the gender pay gap, that is when we explain 
everything away. We also need to take a look at what the overall difference between 
earnings for men and women is. We must keep that in mind, because it represents 
a difference of opportunity in the labour market. Never forget that even though we 
can explain away a large portion of the difference, the overall difference still matters. 
It all translates into the fact that, for example, women in Iceland earn on average 20 
%	less	than	men	for	a	full	time	job.	Our	official	gender	pay	gap	is	5	%	to	8	%,	so	there	
is	a	big	difference.	When	it	comes	to	pension	benefits,	there	are	about	33	%	less	for	
women than men, because of the absence away from work throughout their career. 
That is a cost borne by women, and also by society, because twice as many women 
than men have to rely solely on public pensions in Iceland because of this. This is not 
just the proprietary right of businesses to decide on pay. It translates into a social 
cost, and that’s why we need to act. Of course the obvious one is the human rights 
issue of equal pay for work of equal value. 

Now, the gender income gap is widening according to the both the World Economic 
Forum worldwide, but also in Iceland, and we have made no progress of any real 
consequence for the past ten years. So even with Iceland being number one in terms 
of gender equality, we are experiencing the same struggle in closing the gap. That is 
why	we	decided	to	introduce	the	equal	pay	standard.	Just	to	describe	it	briefly,	it	is	
a standard that was developed together with both the social partners, (i.e. the trade 
unions and employers) and the governments. It’s been in development in Iceland 
since 2008, and initially it was introduced as a voluntary standard which companies 
could adopt, but were not mandated to do. We decided to take a different path with 
that a little more than a year ago, and actually make it mandatory. I believe very 
firmly	that	we	will	only	get	the	most	ambitious	of	companies	to	adopt	a	standard	
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like this voluntarily. We need to make it a mandatory one, if we really want to reach 
the	full	depth	of	the	labour	market.	Now	to	describe	it	briefly,	it	is	modelled	as	an	
international management standard. The standard itself is relatively simple, and I’ll 
get into the details of it a little bit later. However, it’s all about really classifying 
work, and making the salary decision process within the company transparent. The 
salaries themselves will not become public or transparent, but rather the process 
of how salaries are decided becomes transparent, and it becomes documented. 
That means that an independent external auditor can come into the company and 
see what pay system is in place, that is designed according to the standard, and 
that explains how companies intend to pay employees. The process then takes a 
look at how companies actually do pay their employees, and whether those two 
match. If they match, there is no gender-based discrimination in your pay system. 
This of course also applies to other discriminatory factors quite common in the 
labour market, like nationality. Companies need to have a two tier pay system. They 
need to value the work itself being done on different tasks within the company, 
irrespective of the employee actually performing these tasks. So what is the value 
of each different task within the company, to that same company? This is not a 
one-size-fits-all	 kind	of	 system.	Companies	 can	 still	 have	 their	 own,	 personalised	
pay systems. They just have to meet these requirements. You have to value the 
work done on a transparent and clear matrix, and secondly you have to evaluate 
your employees in the same way. How do you reward the individual for their work? 
Meaning, do you want to reward solely based on performance, or do you take into 
account factors like experience, responsibility, risk of the work, and other things? 
Again, this is a tangible, documented, transparent matrix that can then be reviewed. 
So we can actually verify that the company pays in the same manner as it describes. 
Now, that has to take into account all forms of remuneration. We can’t forget that 
when it comes to the extras, as it was explained here this morning - the agreements 
are the same, the hourly rates are the same, but still there’s a gender pay gap, and 
men usually get the extras more easily than women do. They get the company car, 
or some sort of a car allowance, they get the free computer or phone, or some sort 
of a bonus, and this is the same across all countries. We see this in every study which 
has been done. Men are rewarded more easily than women are. So the pay system 
has to take into account every form of remuneration, however it’s composed. 

The	verification	process	 is	an	 international	management	 standard,	 that	can	quite	
easily be adopted to other countries as well. It is the same as with any other ISO 
certification.	You	simply	have	to	have	an	independent	external	auditor,	who	is	certified	
to review your company, and certify it. In Iceland this means that companies have 
to	be	certified	every	three	years,	and	they	have	to	be	re-certified	every	three	years.	
There	is	a	fine	involved	if	they	fail	to	get	certified.	Companies	with	25	employees	
or	more	will	have	to	be	certified.	It	will	be	implemented	in	stages,	so	the	smallest	
companies	will	be	last,	and	they	will	have	to	be	certified	by	2021.	Now	we	are	at	the	
start of this, and I’m very interested and keen to see how it will be a useful tool for 
us to close the gender pay gap. 

I was absolutely certain once I looked at the standard, and how it had been 
developed, that this was the tool we needed. In many instances we are dealing with 
unconscious bias. In the majority of cases, it’s not the intention of the manager 
to discriminate, but we still see all these same forms of discrimination throughout 
the companies, and public institutions as well. They’re all the same factors across 
countries, which are just different in scale. This is actually turning the responsibility 
around, and putting the responsibility on the company, and not the employee. We 
all	know	that	it’s	very	difficult	to	sue	your	employer.	As	countries	we	have	all	had	
laws in place making gender discriminations in pay illegal. It hasn’t worked. It hasn’t 
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closed the pay gap, so further action needed to be taken. Therefore I’m certain that 
the Equal Pay Standard will prove to be the tool that can help in really closing the 
gap for good. 

On a closing note, men have to get involved in the equality debate. Up until now, and 
this is the same in Iceland, the debate or the struggle has been driven by women. 
Sometimes I feel like men look at it as some sort of a threat to their own position. 
Of course, we are in a position of privilege - we have to admit that - but we have to 
take part in closing it. It’s the basic human rights issue to begin with, but secondly, 
if that isn’t enough for us, there’s an economical argument to it as well. More equal 
societies are richer societies. There’s simply more to be spread around, so to speak. 
They’re more equal, more just, and they’re simply more fun societies to live in. There 
is something in it for all of us. Men have to get involved. And if that isn’t enough for us 
men, there is also a statistic that shows that men live longer in more equal societies! 
So we can just take part of it for our own gain. I thank you for your attention, and 
again, thank you for inviting me here. 
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Advocacy towards the economic empowerment of women
Ms Hanna Birna Kristjansdottir, Chair of the Executive Board of 

Women Political Leaders

I am so happy to be here with you, ladies and gentlemen. First, let me use the 
opportunity to thank Her Excellency once again, for allowing WPL Women Political 
Leaders to once again have a voice in this beautiful palace of yours, and have a voice 
in what needs to be done when it comes to gender equality. If the former speaker, 
my friend from Iceland, is getting used to calling himself a politician, I’m getting 
used to not calling myself a politician. I was in politics for a long time in Iceland. I’m 
a former member of the local government of Reykjavik, I’m the former mayor of 
Reykjavik, then I went into Parliament and became a Minister of Iceland. Now I am 
the Chair of the Women Political Leaders Global Forum, which is an international 
organisation. It is a network place for women in politics to get together, and try 
and	figure	out	how	we	can	change	this	world,	and	how	we	can	make	sure	that	more	
women get involved in politics, in public debate, and in decision-making, in order 
for society to change. That is why I was invited here, but I think I was also invited 
because I’m from the great country of Iceland, and as you know from Malta, we from 
islands tend to want to brag about something of ours. Sadly, from Iceland we cannot 
brag about the weather conditions. A day like this would never happen, and if it were 
to happen in the midst of July, we would take the day off and enjoy the sunshine 
with our family. That’s how it is in Iceland. We also cannot say that people should 
come to Iceland for the low cost of living, because it’s one of the most expensive 
cities in the world. However, we can come to other countries and say that people 
should try to make sure they do things with respect to gender equality the way 
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Iceland has done it. So the privilege of being from Iceland, as a woman from Iceland 
talking about gender equality, is that we have men like the humble former speaker. 
He was the one that introduced the Equal Pay Standard and made sure that we took 
it on. He was the Minister of Social Welfare in Iceland, and he added to the name 
of Minister, the Minister of Gender Equality as well. That is how men in politics in 
Iceland deal with these matters, and that is the reason why this is a consensus issue 
at home, and this is why we can be so proud. I’m going to talk about the economic 
empowerment of women from professional, political and personal experience, and 
why this is so important. It’s mostly women in here – please allow me to give you 
advice. Never think about this, or even talk about this, as a women’s issue only. It 
is not only a women’s issue only, and because I was listening to the debate this 
morning, this is also not just a cost issue. It’s a society issue. It’s an issue for men as 
well	as	women.	It’s	a	benefit	issue	as	well	as	a	cost	issue,	because	we	tend	to	talk	
about gender equality and start talking about the costs. While we run a society, we 
have	children,	and	if	we	want	to	continue	doing	that,	that’s	the	benefit,	and	we	have	
to	find	ways	to	make	that	happen.	It’s	always	the	constant	debate	about	us	women	
asking	for	something.	Asking	for	us	to	sort	of	benefit	through	life,	and	asking	for	
some more costs, either by Government or companies or businesses, is not the issue. 
The issue is about building good societies, in a better world where we all have the 
same opportunities, and where we can provide the same for a girl and a boy. If we 
are not willing to do that, then we should sit down and discuss whether or not we’re 
going to continue this. This is, for me at least, one of the most important questions 
we are faced with today. 

Let me tell you something about the Forum I am working for. It’s called WPL Women 
Political Leaders Global Forum, and it includes not only the internationally elected 
women all around the world. There is our fraction of women in parliament, then 
we have women in Governments, and then we have women Mayors internationally. 
So these are the three fractions of Women Political Leaders, and we just have one 
mission	-	to	increase	the	number	and	influence	of	women	in	politics.	It	is	plain	and	
simple. We don’t care how national Governments or how politics do that, we just 
want it to happen. And why do we want it to happen? Why is it important? It is 
important because it secures diversity, and makes sure that we run better societies. 
Globally, there is an average of 23 % of Members of Parliament in the world who are 
women. This is 2018. When it comes to Governments and Ministers, 18% are women, 
and	when	it	comes	to	Heads	of	States,	7%	are	women.	When	these	are	the	figures,	
this is a mission that needs to be worked on. It is a mission that is clear and simple, 
and has to be addressed. We do this in many, many ways, and I know that we have 
moved in the right direction. How can we change the situation? This will not change 
if the voices of women are not in your Government, Parliament or National States. 
Women need to be at the table in order for this to change. It’s absolutely essential. 
It has been changing, but female representation is still at 23 %, and if we move at 
the same pace, as we have been moving, statistics show that gender equality will 
take hundreds of years more. In other words, it will not happen in our lifetimes, and 
not in our daughter’s or son’s lifetimes. It will take hundreds of years. This is why it’s 
needed. I often hear “this is just the culture”, “this will just have to take it’s time”, 
“you will just have to be patient”, “this will happen, not in your lifetime, maybe not 
in your children’s’ lifetime, but just wait”. This is just unacceptable. We cannot wait. 
From a personal point of view, this can be changed in a lifetime. I have a mother 
who is still really active. She is relatively young, 73 years old, and she was born in 
1944 in Iceland. She runs faster than me, she is more active than I am in cultural and 
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adventurous things, and she’s still up and running, doing her things.  When she was 
born in 1944 in Reykjavik Iceland, the equality wonderland of the world, there was 
no woman in either local government nor in parliament. That was her reality. That is 
how she grew up. She gave birth to me in 1966, by which time there was one woman 
in Parliament, and 1.8 % of the local members of government in Iceland were women. 
I grew up with that reality. I have a 13 year old daughter who’s never seen this reality. 
If you were to ask her, do you think it’s more likely that you or a boy would go into 
politics? She wouldn’t be able to relate to the question. For her, having 40 % to 50 
% female representation is the completely right way of doing things. In one person’s 
lifetime it can happen, from nothing up to parity. Remember that it can happen. If 
you were to ask my same daughter who is more likely to go home and take care 
of kids, she still wouldn’t relate, because she is raised in a country where she has 
enjoyed the privilege of a 50:50 representation. I was very active in politics at that 
time, and had less time than my husband. She’s been raised not even 50:50, but 
maybe 70:30, at different periods in our lives. When I had my two daughters, we 
had	nine	months	of	parental	leave	to	share.	I	did	the	first	three,	then	my	husband	
did three, and then we shared the three. When our daughters wake up in the night 
they are just as likely to shout out for him as they are for me, and believe me, that 
changes everything. If you were to ask my husband whether this has been a real 
hurdle in his life, he would answer that this was the best part of his life. We are not 
only not giving women opportunities to access the labour market and do what they 
want, we are also not allowing men to have a say in what is hugely important. We are 
taking them away from raising children, and acting as if they are colder than us, not 
as nurturing as us, and not as kind as us. By allowing them to take several hours of 
a	day	to	enjoy	the	first	moments	of	their	children,	for	me	this	is	even	more	of	a	gain	
for men than it is for women. My daughters would just as likely go to my husband if 
they are sick, and he is as likely to stay at home with them. When the paternity law 
was introduced in Iceland in 2000, it was like a total revolution. Men could become 
real fathers, and they took on the responsibility. Their estimation of what matters 
changed. Employers could no longer say “well, I’m going to hire you instead of you, 
because it’s more likely that you will leave. So I would rather invest in the man, 
because he’s going to stay.” Not only did it change the household in terms of taking 
care of families and children, it also changed the gender pay gap. The paternity law 
provided a huge shift. 

We speak about the economic empowerment of women as a women’s issue, which 
of course it is not. With the gender pay gap, the economic empowerment of women 
will take way longer. It will take hundreds of years for us to reach gender parity in 
politics. If you look at the economic issues and the gender pay gap, this is estimated 
to take 217 years - if we do nothing. If we just sit by, it will take 217 years, meaning 
that in 2235, or something like that, we will be equal. This is outrageous. Otherwise, 
we could choose to introduce rules, laws, and implementation, because gender 
equality	doesn’t	just	come	to	us	on	a	tray.	We	have	to	fight	for	it,	and	we	have	to	
make sure that we do it. If all countries of the world say they are going to change 
it - because again it can be changed - they are saying that the GDP of the world will 
increase by 25 %. So let’s just move away from it being just and right for women, 
and look at how we want to grow as nations in the world. We can either wait for 217 
years and do nothing and see no growth, or we can do this and see growth. For me, 
that is a pretty easy choice. The World Economic Forum says that if we were to do 
it, the GDP of the world will increase by 25 % before 2025. So I will go down the road 
of 2025, with the growth, rather than just waiting and sitting. And again, that’s why 
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I want to state and stress the obvious - that we can do it. It is possible. We can do it 
not only by changing our mentalities, not only by talking about it, and not only by 
pushing for it in politics and everywhere. We also need to take concrete steps. We 
sometimes talk as if there are no legal barriers, and that they only exist somewhere 
else. Recent studies show that 90 % of the almost 200 countries that were looked 
at still have legal barriers when it comes to the economic empowerment of women. 
There are still some legal boundaries that restrict us from doing what a man does. 
Here, we’re not talking about the 104 economies in the world that still do not allow 
women to do certain jobs. We still have 59 economies in the world that have no 
laws on sexual harassment in the workplace, where this isn’t even addressed. There 
are still 18 economies in the world which have laws where the husband can decide 
whether or nor his wife can work. I’m not talking about these countries. We still have 
90 % of our world with laws that do not allow women the same rights when it comes 
to economic empowerment, as men. So again I say that it is so important for women 
to have a say. 

In Malta, I praise what Her Excellency the President is doing. She is having an effect 
on women around the world. I hope that she will have a humongous effect on the 
debate here in Malta, about what is so clear and simple - the economic empowerment 
of women. I state again and again - this is not a woman’s issue, it’s the world’s issue. 
It’s an issue for everybody, and it will change not only the way that the world grows 
and progresses, but also the way our lives can be better. In societies that have gender 
equality, men don’t only live longer, but people are actually happier. If you look at 
the statistics, not only does economic growth rise, not only does unemployment 
decrease, not only is education higher, and not only are the life expectancies of both 
women and men higher - they are actually happier. So if one does move from the 
economic argument, or gender issues, one can also foresee a happier life, which is 
something that is of great importance. 

In Icelandic law, we have done what other nations have done in order to secure 
gender equality, but I would say that there are three extra steps that we have taken 
to make sure that we go the extra mile. We have super strong female role models, 
and we cherish them. We allow them to be role models. The Honourable Vigdís 
Finnbogadóttir,	the	first	democratically-elected	female	president	in	the	world,	is	the	
mother of Iceland, and even the father as well. When she was elected in Iceland 
in 1980, I grew up with her being the President. If somebody were to have asked 
me if the President should be a woman or a man, I would of course say a woman, 
and that’s how the image sticks in your head. They can vote for women as well as 
men, and that’s what the culture tells us. We have these strong role models who are 
women, and we are allowing them to be women. We allow them to be strong role 
models, and we cherish the voices of women. Number two is what we have been 
stating again and again – the importance of the measures that we have taken for 
the family, and with this the parental leave. This has changed everything, and made 
sure that both men and women enjoy the same opportunities in Iceland. If a couple 
were to be having a child, and let’s say the man would meet with other men in the 
pub and discuss how they were going to take care of all of this – in the company of 
a crowd of men drinking beer, many men would never dare say “well I’m not going 
to take time off”. They would never dare, it’s just socially unacceptable for a father 
to say “No I’m going to stick with my job, I might go home for one day, or a week 
or something, just to see how things are going.” They would all say “Of course, I’m 
taking the same time off as my wife.” It’s utterly unacceptable not to do it. 
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There is the question of costs. Society pays for this, but the employees, the work 
force, and the employers, also pay for it. That is done via taxes. We don’t really see it 
as	a	cost.	We	see	this	as	a	total	benefit	for	all.	Whether	it’s	a	woman	or	a	man,	we	all	
get 80 % of our wages. Men are too often paid higher than women, but they get 80 
% of their salaries, so they take leave. In terms of the law on the Equal Pay Standard, 
that is the extra step that we’re taking, and it is of huge importance. We have a 
political consensus on this - whether you’re from the right or the left, there is a total 
consensus. So for example, when we were accepting parental leave in Parliament in 
2000, they all raised their hands, whether they were from the far right or the far left. 
The	benefits	are	so	obvious,	both	in	public	life	and	in	private	life,	that	it	isn’t	debated	
in	politics,	which	really	gives	it	a	totally	different	flare.	We	aren’t	fighting	the	facts,	
and we are not closing our eyes and saying that there is no gender pay gap. The men 
in Iceland have long ago realised what women around the world have been saying 
for a long time - please just listen. Listen. Don’t say that this is because men’s reality 
is different from women. When we are describing our reality, men tend to say, “no, 
I’m not sure”.  But Icelandic men have long ago realised that it’s good to listen, and 
to try and make sure that we have as much of a say in this as they do. So courageous 
women of Iceland have made the changes that we have been talking about, but so 
have kind men, which is really important. 

I	would	like	to	leave	you	on	the	note	of	making	sure	that	what	we	are	fighting	for	will	
also happen here in Malta. It will not only be great for the women of Malta, but also 
for the men of Malta, who will be happier, and live longer. Thank you. 
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Questions from the Floor

Participant:   There was a critic who criticized the Icelandic model, because while 
you’re reaching number one, the gender pay gap will eventually remain there because 
of the lengthy parental leave. I don’t know how you would answer that. Also, you 
said that companies with 25 employees and over have to go through this process. In 
Malta that would be a bit of a problem, because the majority of our companies are 
family companies and small companies. Who would be carrying the cost of these 
pay audits? Would the company have to bear the burden? As we saw in Malta, in 
smaller companies there is a bigger gender pay gap than in the bigger companies.

Dr Anna Borg:    My question is, how did the shift in men’s attitude towards caring 
come about? That’s what interests me most. Why do men not dare to shy away from 
family responsibility, and see it as something positive? How did you manage to bring 
that about? Thank you.

Hon. Viglundsson:		 	First	of	all,	maybe	to	start	with	the	expense	of	certification,	that	
was an argument made in Iceland when we were introducing the bill - that this would 
be too expensive for business. We did a study on it, and we set the implementation 
cost of it at around 0.1 % to 0.3 % of your annual payroll. It’s an expense, but it’s not 
a big one, when you look at the fact that women are being paid 5 % to 8 % less on 
average. When everything has been explained away, their expense is much greater. 
So	we	 felt	 it	was	completely	 justifiable	 to	pass	 the	expense	onto	 the	companies.	
In terms of regulatory permits, we pass a lot of expense on to business - we pass 
environmental	costs,	health	and	safety	costs,	fiscal	reporting	costs	etc,	so	why	not	
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do	so	when	it	comes	to	gender	equality?	The	social	benefits	are	there	for	all	of	us.	
So in my mind there was no doubt. Yes there is an expense borne by business, and 
it should be business’ responsibility to really close the gap. Regarding the existence 
of the gender pay gap due to a lengthy parental leave, I disagree with the argument. 
The key is equal rights to parental leave, and that relates to the shift. I have three 
daughters,	and	there	was	no	parental	 leave	for	our	first	daughter.	We	were	 living	
abroad where there was no such scheme for our second as well. Men’s participation 
in paternal leave at the time was not obvious or self-evident, but it really changed 
quickly. I experienced it myself as a CEO of a company during the period when the 
law came into effect, and the change came about practically overnight. Since the 
right was there, and it was an individual right, men started using it. That was just a 
shift that happened over a period of maybe 3 or 4 years, from relatively very little 
participation by men, to using the full extent of their own individual right. So that 
is the key. It has to be an individual leave for each parent. Iceland is actually now 
debating lengthening that leave to twelve months, and changing it from three plus 
three	plus	three,	like	we	have	today,	to	five	plus	five	plus	two.	So	really	in	essence,	
lengthening men’s part of the parental leave is critical to reaching equality in the 
labour force. 

Ms Hanna Birna Kristjansdottir:  Although Iceland has been doing these things 
when it comes to gender equality, by no way are we in heaven. We still have a long 
way to go. We still have the old rules of the game, which are being designed and 
even played out by the men. It’s just that we have been moving rapidly, and I think 
the most important thing regarding Iceland is that we constantly remind ourselves 
of the importance of it, and we constantly remind ourselves of the fact that we need 
to be on our toes. We discuss and debate, and try to make sure that we are aware 
of it. We were asked why the shift happened in terms of men’s caring. Really, we just 
gave men the opportunity to care for their children and to care for the family. They 
hadn’t had that opportunity before, they were only allowed to take the day off, or 
something like that. The men didn’t change, it’s just that they found the opportunity 
for the experience, they started to do it, and then of course, they wanted to do it. 
About the paternity leave and the length of it, there are statistics that would show 
that the longer paternity leave is, the wider the gap will be. However, that is only 
when the women goes away for maybe 12 months, and the man stays there. So I 
think the most important thing is that they get the same amount of time. Then this 
will be addressed.
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Working to Close the Gap: What Can we do?
Ms Grace Camilleri, Associate Partner, EY Malta

We’ve heard a lot of very interesting discussions earlier on, along with, in some 
cases, a few shocking statistics, including that Malta currently has 10.6 % of a 
gender pay gap. Finance and insurance is one of the most important sectors in our 
economy, and it has a pay gap of 28%, while there is also a parent gap of 16 %, and 
an education gap of 18.7 % for our tertiary educated students. I think that, while it 
is clear that the gender pay gap arises from a number of factors, the clearest one 
of all is the fact that there is a lower participation of females in certain positions, 
mainly the highly paid jobs, and the managerial and leadership roles. I work for 
an organisation that prides itself on being an inclusive and diverse organisation. 
However, there are still issues that we need to face, because today we still struggle 
with	low	participation	of	females	at	certain	levels.	We	definitely	need	to	address	this	
in order to start addressing the gender pay gap. What should we do? I think we’ve 
heard	a	lot	of	very	interesting	examples	coming	out	of	Iceland,	and	they	are	definitely	
applicable to Malta. However, what there clearly needs to be is a commitment by all 
the stakeholders here - not only the Government, but also employers, organisations, 
and the business community at large, so that we can take target action to level the 
playing	field	that	we	have	today.	How	can	we	do	this?	I	think	we	need	to	champion	
diversity at every level of the organisation. We need to make conscious decisions 
to	 ensure	 that	 there	 is	 a	 level	 playing	 field,	 and	 that	 even	 our	 females	 have	 the	
same opportunities to advance within an organisation. We need to address and 
remove the subconscious bias that we have. Subconsciously, we may not realise that 
we assume that a female does not want to become a director in an organisation - 
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that she does not want to become a partner, that she does not want to move on, 
and that she wants to stop at a certain level. We need to start addressing that, 
to have discussions, and to talk to our female employees, to ensure that they do 
reach their full potential. We must support women to progress in their careers. This 
includes mentoring, sponsorships, and ensuring that family-friendly measures are 
actually family-friendly measures, and not female-friendly measures. If there is a 
flexible	work	environment,	it	must	flexible	for	both.	I	myself	have	made	use	of	the	
flexible	working	environment	in	my	organisation,	and	my	male	counterparts	are	also	
making use of it. If we need to go out to pick up the children, I do it, and so do 
my	male	counterparts,	so	 it	 feels	as	though	you	are	on	a	 level	playing	field.	 I	am	
not the only one leaving work at a certain time - they also do it. So there isn’t a 
difference between us, and I think we need to continue with that, and champion that 
across organisations. We need to ensure that we monitor recruitment promotions 
and performance assessment to make sure that they are fair, and be aware of any 
unconscious bias. We need to have more role models. I think this is something that is 
lacking in a number of organisations. Without the right role models, even our younger 
girls	are	finding	 it	difficult	 to	 say	 “I	 can	achieve	 that”.	So	 it	 is	 important	 to	have	
strong role models. We also need to create the culture where different perspectives 
and diversity actually works. We know that it is important to have diverse thoughts 
within our board rooms. As we said today, females are very under-represented in 
boardrooms in Malta, so there isn’t a wide acceptance that females bring different 
perspectives and different skills, which is very important in making decisions. So 
we	definitely	need	to	make	a	conscious	effort	to	target	high	female	representation	
at the leadership level. Although we say we cannot wait for culture to change for 
things	to	be	done,	we	definitely	need	to	take	culture	into	account.	By	culture,	I	think	
we need to start addressing it from now - addressing it from our homes, in that we 
don’t treat boys and girls differently in the homes; and addressing the culture in 
schools, in ensuring that girls and boys see the opportunities and possibilities of 
what they can achieve in exactly the same manner. They should not think of one job 
as a male job and another job as a female job, because we still have that certain level 
of stereotyping within our schooling. 

There are of course the legal requirements that one can consider, and I think a 
debate needs to arise on those. This forum could be the right forum for us to start 
debating certain legal measures that the country can consider in going forward. At 
the end of the day, why do we want to do this? I think ultimately it is all about doing 
the right thing, building a better working world, and creating the right environment 
for everyone - be it male or female - to prosper and achieve their full potential. I 
think ultimately we’ve also seen, as you rightly said, that it is not a female discussion, 
but it is also an economic one. We need to have our females participating at all the 
right levels and bringing in their experience within the labour force. I think today’s 
event is an extremely important milestone to start raising awareness and creating 
this debate. It’s a healthy debate, and we as EY Malta are very proud to be part of 
this initiative. We will continue to support Her Excellency’s initiative over the coming 
months in continuing this debate, and also creating more awareness going forward. 
The more we create awareness, the more the discussion can move forward, and we 
can become more aware of what needs to be done. It may happen slowly, but it still 
has to be done. Thank you.
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Closing Remarks
Dr Ruth Farrugia, Director-General, President’s Foundation for the 

Wellbeing of Society

It’s been a long morning, so I’m just going to take a couple of minutes. I can’t resist 
sharing a little comment here and there, because I was taken aback like most of you, 
by the statistics that we listened to today. I have to admit I expected a little more 
from some of the reactions, certainly because we didn’t touch on issues relating 
to the impact of the gender pay gap on women’s pensions, and the feminisation 
of poverty which everyone talks about, but they don’t link to this. This is a subject 
which seems to be up in the air there, and we don’t like to join the dots the way we 
should. 

I cannot thank our distinguished guests enough for being here, for sharing, and 
for being so inspiring as well. Dr. Anna Borg, your contextualising gave us a great 
picture and understanding of what’s going on. Ms Joslyn Magro from the National 
Statistics	Office,	you	made	the	numbers	so	accessible	-	 thank	you	very	much	for	
doing that so well. I’d like to thank the panel, including Chris Peregin as he took 
time out of his very busy day to volunteer and chair this panel for us. Of course the 
big unions are here - General Workers Union, UĦM Voice of the Workers - and the 
Malta Employers Association too. They were an interesting trio, and noticeably men, 
talking about this issue. And of course from the National Commission for Promotion 
of Equality, Ms Catania, and Charlotte Gregory was also here for the emPOWer 
Platform of Organisations for Women, which we are very happy as a Foundation to 
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have facilitated and put together. The Platform consists of 17 women’s organisations 
so far, and I’m sure there will be many more. Of course I would like to thank Hon Mr 
Viglundsson - you actually explained that it’s possible, it’s workable, and it is not 
a pipedream. It is possible in a country as small as ours, because really and truly 
there’s a lot of parity going on here. We can identify with what you do. Of course 
Hanna, thank you so much always for being as inspiring and as passionate as ever, by 
putting your statement across and making the claim that this is not a women’s issue. 

There was a suggestion that this meeting should take place on Women’s Day, and 
as a Foundation we adamantly said no. We strongly felt that this should take place 
on Workers’ Day, and this is the closest we could get to it. This is why it’s happening 
today. I would like to thank Ms Grace Camilleri for being here, and for the support 
that EY Malta are giving this activity. I hope you will continue, because we have 
further plans. One of the things I want to leave you with is that there was mention 
of role models more than once. There are many strong powerful women in Malta - 
why don’t we celebrate them? What’s going on? That’s one thing. The second is that 
I’m always very touched by the wonderful photo of women going on strike. Now, in 
Malta, we also have a date - we’ve been told that the 19th of November is the day 
when women start working for free. EmPOWer, women and men in here, we need to 
save the date. It’s important. Thank you very much.




