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Closing the GPG in public services in the context of 

austerity – highlights from an EU funded project 

by Claudia Carchio and Margherita Roiatti 

 
EPSU report on the gender pay gap in public services across Europe pointed to positive change 

between 2010-16 with the gender pay gap falling in education, health and social work and public 

administration (central and local government) and generally narrower than in the business sector. 

However, while there is an expectation that the pay gap will be smaller in the public services because 

of the joint regulation of pay, in a number of countries it has been consistently higher than in the 

private sector. Austerity-induced measures in the public sector, primarily pay freezes, have impacted 

upon the gender pay gap. In 12 out of 25 countries, the public sector pay gap had increased between 

2007 and 2011, and these are all countries where there have been significant public sector cuts. 

 

But what do we mean when talking about gender pay gap (GPG)?  The unadjusted GPG represents 

the difference between average gross hourly earnings of men and women as a percentage of the 

average gross hourly earnings of male paid employees (excluding overtime). It is important to 

emphasise that the GPG is only a measurement of pay inequality and does not address, in particular, 

the situation where women don’t get equal pay for work of equal value. Equal pay was a principle 

in the 1957 Founding Treaty of the European Union and is enshrined in EU and national legislation 

wherein all workers irrespective of gender are entitled to equal pay for work of equal value.  

 

The convergence and divergence with regard to the gender pay gap in EU public services (namely, 

covering broad public administration sector and focussing on education, social services and health) 

in the context of austerity has been investigated thanks to a 24-months EU Social Dialogue project 

led by the University of Greenwich (UK) in partnership with Fondazione ADAPT (Italy), 

CELSI (Slovakia) and EPSU which has recently been concluded1. The project is based upon 21 case 

studies of union responses to the gender pay gap and analysis of Eurostat data. 

 

In general terms, the findings set out in the forthcoming Project report2 confirm a concern about the 

“stagnation” of the gender pay gap across Europe in the last decade in the context of economic crisis 

and particularly in the public sector where the gap has historically been smaller than in the private 

sector. In this regard, in 2018 (the last year for which statistics are available) a few exceptions where 

 

 
1 Project VS/2018/0074: Closing the GPG in the public sector in the context of austerity, involving a partnership between 
Fondazione ADAPT/ADAPT Foundation; Stredoeurópsky inštitút pre výskum práce/Central European Labour Studies Institute 

(CELSI); Centre for Research on Employment and Work (CREW), University of Greenwich and the European Public Services Union 

(EPSU). The project started in February 2019 and was initially designed to last 18 months. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

an extension of 6 months has been granted. The final confenece took place on 14 January 2021. Conference and Project matrials are 
available, openaccess here. 
2 The Final Report of the EU Social Dialog Project VS/2018/0074 will be published here.  

https://www.epsu.org/article/epsu-puts-spotlight-missing-data-gender-pay-gap
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Gender_pay_gap_statistics
https://www.gre.ac.uk/business/research/crew
http://www.adapt.it/
https://www.celsi.sk/en/
https://www.epsu.org/
https://www.epsu.org/article/closing-gender-pay-gap-public-services-context-austerity
https://www.epsu.org/article/closing-gender-pay-gap-public-services-context-austerity
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the GPG is higher in the public sector can be identified: Bulgaria, France, Croatia, Latvia, Portugal, 

Slovenia, Finland and Serbia3.  

 

 
Figure 1 

 
Source: Closing the gender pay gap: a policy guide 

 

 

The research emphasized the disproportionate impact of government spending cuts and pay 

and pension freezes, along with privatisation, on women and their generally negative impact on 

the GPG. Overall trends hide national differences in both austerity policies and outcomes, while data 

in some EU states is missing or unreliable. Differential pay for new entrants and pay freezes trap 

younger women at the bottom of grading systems, encouraging ad hoc individual arrangements that 

distort pay systems. The GPG resulted larger at the top of the pay distribution and there is evidence 

of convergence at the bottom as men’s earnings have deteriorated, rather than women’s having 

increased. In addition, there is evidence that the gap in working hours between men and women has 

closed since 2008 and 2018 and suggestions that this has reflected the exit of full-time men from the 

public sector workforce, sometimes as a result of pension reform or redundancy compensation based 

on service.  

 

Existing literature, whose review has been carried out by Project partners at regional level 

(northern-central/southern and eastern Europe) has established that there is a relationship 

between overall pay inequality and GPGs and that trade unions may play a role in reducing 

overall pay inequality, but also gender inequality. The 21 case studies developed within the Project 

show that variations, fluctuations and even stagnation in the GPG undoubtedly reflect effective trade 

union actions.  

 

The recent working paper for the International Labour Organisation on the role of trade unions 

in closing the GPG identified three measures relevant to the public sector: collective action on 

the under-evaluation of women’s work, action to address internal pay differentiation through 

job evaluation and intervention in procurement. The first two measures feature strongly in the 

research carried out within the Project, with case studies of women in occupationally segregated 

public sector roles taking industrial action in the face of cuts to services, jobs and terms and 

conditions. Generally, such action is not framed in terms of the GPG, but challenges the value 

 

 
3 Authors’ elaboration on Eurostat data. Source of data: Eurostat custom dataset used: Gender pay gap in unadjusted form by type of 
ownership of the economic activity - NACE Rev. 2 activity (B-S except O), structure of earnings survey methodology 

[EARN_GR_GPGR2CT].  

https://www.epsu.org/sites/default/files/article/files/Guide_GPG_EN.pdf
https://www.epsu.org/sites/default/files/article/files/Guide_GPG_EN.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---actrav/documents/publication/wcms_684156.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---actrav/documents/publication/wcms_684156.pdf
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attached to women’s work. There is evidence that many women do not see the relevance of equal pay 

cases taken by higher paid women as relevant to them. Case studies suggest the importance of 

education and the role of trade union women’s committees in raising awareness of the GPG. The 

research also concurred that job evaluation is underused, but where it is comprehensively negotiated, 

has concretely affected GPGs. Similarly, legal action at national and EU level is limited, but has been 

used to promote equal pay. 

 

The findings also confirmed the positive role of collective bargaining in supporting inclusive 

labour markets and reducing the GPG in public administration and education. In health and 

social care, it is likely that the impact has been reduced by the removal of groups of largely women 

workers from the remit of collective bargaining through privatisation. The latter lessens the likelihood 

of women having appropriate comparators in equal pay cases. However, the research has pointed out 

trade union strategies to prevent job losses and to protect the lowest paid from pay cuts and freezes 

or pay restraint, including action where pay levels have dipped below statutory or living wage levels 

and led to compression at the bottom of pay scales.  

 

The report highlights attempts to reform collective bargaining structures that reinforce pay 

inequality driven by occupational segregation through compensatory increases or equality 

allowances. Such measures raise debates about the extent to which collective bargaining reflects, but 

also reinforces, gender segregation and whether they can resolve the GPG in the long-term. In some 

cases, unions are breaking from existing sectoral or industrial agreements and pursuing separate 

collective bargaining arrangements and agreements for female-dominated occupations, raising the 

issue of the support of male-dominated unions. The case studies also identify trade union experiences 

of pay transparency or GPG reporting measures and suggest that these need to be robust to ensure 

employers cannot conceal pay gaps – in this respect class action by the CGT to challenge employer 

interpretations of the GPG is of interest. Pay transparency is compromised by the exclusion of 

outsourced employees, who are often lower paid women. The project concludes that currently EU or 

Member State equal pay legislation is not being fully utilised as a vital tool to help close the GPG – 

whether in collective bargaining, legal action or the design of gender-neutral job evaluation schemes. 

The capacity of equal pay legislation to allow for the levelling down of men’s pay rather than uprating 

women’s pay was highlighted, as was the underfunding of equal pay settlements4. The positive effect 

of collective agreements on the GPG was confirmed in public administration and education where 

the average GPG was lower in organisations with national or industry level pay agreements in 

comparison to those with no agreement (Figure 2). However, in health and social work, the 

relationship is not as straightforward, and the collective agreement does not necessarily translate into 

a lower GPG (possibly because privatisation has removed these groups from collective bargaining). 

The case studies highlight how austerity measures have undermined collective bargaining across 

Europe including the suspension of collective bargaining that may address gender inequality (Italy). 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 Despite some important trade union initiatives to counteract low pay in occupations in which women predominate, there is limited 

knowledge and use of EU or Member State equal pay legislation or EU initiatives intended to promote it. This means that it is not 
being fully utilised as a vital tool to help close the gender pay gap – whether in collective bargaining, legal action or the design of 

gender-neutral job evaluation schemes. In Hungary the principle has been removed from the Labour Code altogether. 



 4 

Figure 2 

 

 
Source: Closing the gender pay gap: a policy guide 

 

 

While waiting for the European Commission to name a date for the new Pay Transparency directive, 

the Project has identified measures requiring organisations to report their GPG which have been 

introduced across a number of countries, but in some which have been limited to the private sector 

(Austria, France). Trade unions have produced critiques of the current reporting guidelines and online 

checklists of how to analyse GPG reports, highlighting the elements that should be included to 

produce real transparency (Austria, Spain). France saw its first direct collective initiative on the GPG 

when the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) took a class action against the Ile-de-France 

Savings Bank (CEIDF) to secure measures to end a 18% GPG. The Bank claimed the GPG was one 

per cent and unions argue that the Index has been used to conceal pay gaps in organisations5.  

 

Thus, drawing on the research key findings, project partners drafted the following 

recommendations concerning the need to ensure equal pay for work of equal value, strengthen 

collective bargaining to close the GPG, improve gender pay gap reporting and a special focus 

has been devoted to the urgency of closing the gender pay gap in a Covid era recession: the final 

stages of the research were undertaken in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic and related recession. 

In the context of major challenges to work and society – pandemics, climate change, automation and 

artificial intelligence – ending the GPG must be linked to a more fundamental reorganisation of paid 

work and unpaid domestic labour. Project partners advocates for a reorganisation which should allow 

equal labour market participation on the basis of truly shared domestic labour, eldercare and 

childcare; universal access to childcare and eldercare; maternity and parental rights which remove the 

‘motherhood’ pay penalty and allow fathers/partners to share childcare; equal access to education and 

work-based training and time for trade union and democratic participation. Trade unions should lead 

this debate, with support from the EU Commission, governments, and trade union confederations. 
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5 While this is not a public sector organisation the action is instructive in suggesting how unions can challenge pay transparency 

legally, with implications for the public sector and services. 

https://www.epsu.org/sites/default/files/article/files/Guide_GPG_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12098-Strengthening-the-principle-of-equal-pay-between-men-and-women-through-pay-transparency
https://moodle.adaptland.it/mod/page/view.php?id=19817
https://twitter.com/MargheRoi

