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1 Introduction 

 
Ireland has a significant and persistent gender pay gap which recent research has 

indicated is only partially attributable to differences in qualifications and experience 

between women and men workers. There is evidence of gender discrimination in both the 

setting of pay levels and in the operation of pay systems, particularly in the private sector 

of the Irish economy. Occupational segregation, differences in hours worked, the 

operation of bonus systems combined with the disproportionate carrying of care 

responsibilities by women all contribute to the significant gap in the earnings and income 

levels of women and men. Ireland's recent Employment Action Plans and National 

Reform Programme have highlighted the gender pay gap as an important area for policy 

to address in order to achieve greater gender equality. However, to date new policy 

initiatives have largely been confined to carrying out important new research on the 

gender pay gap at sectoral level and among recent graduates.  

 

As negotiations opened for a new national wage agreement in Ireland in January 2006, 

the Irish Congress of Trades Union idetified the gender pay gap as one of its four priority 

issues for those talks. However, the issue which is in reality dominating debate around 

pay in Ireland at the present time is the enforcement of agreed pay systems and 

employment conditions including the National Minimum Wage (NMW) in the context of 

the possible displacement of workers in certain sectors by lower paid and exploited 

immigrant workers. This Report looks at recent data on earnings and income between 

women and men, brings together the findings of recent research on the gender pay gap 

and identifies key areas for policy development to address those factors aimed at 

potentially narrowing that gap.  

 

2 Gender pay gap: empirical matters 

 
Traditionally data on pay in Ireland has been extremely limited. Ireland has had no 

regular survey of the structure of earnings providing detailed pay data by sector and 

occupation as is the case in most other European Union (EU) countries. The only source 

of regular economy-wide statistics on hourly earnings of men and women has been 

limited to the manufacturing sector, compiled by the Central Statistics Office (CSO). 

Given that 80% of women work outside the manufacturing sector, this data has provided 

little insight into women’s pay or the gender pay gap. Up until 2002, data from the Living 

in Ireland Survey, Irish element of the European Community Household Panel (ECHP) 

had become the main source of detailed data on the gender pay gap using household units 

and individual household members to establish a picture of male and female earnings 

linked to occupation, sector, age, experience and hours of work. Data from the SILC-EU 

in 2003 (Standards of Income and Living Conditions) is the most recent source of pay 

data providing the first detailed picture of the structure of earnings in Ireland. This 

Survey will provide pay data every four years, the next update is expected to be published 

in 2007. Important new research on the gender pay gap at sectoral level and among recent 
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graduates provides a clearer understanding of the way in which the gap operates in 

practice and the factors that contribute to its persistence. 

 

Despite the high levels of growth attained by the Irish economy over recent years, low 

pay remains a significant problem. The recent review of the National Anti Poverty 

Strategy showed that the proportion of those in poverty headed by a person in the labour 

market has increased substantially from 6% in 1998 to 19% in 2001. Women are the 

majority of those on low pay and account for the majority of those at risk of, and 

experiencing, poverty. Policies addressing low pay have a positive effect on gender 

equality. Critically important from the standpoint of women who constitute the majority 

of those on low pay, has been the increase in the level of the National Minimum Wage 

(NMW) since its introduction in 2000 to its current level of EURO 7.65. Research 

indicates that women are likely to account for a significant majority of those who benefit 

from positive wage increases due to the NMW. Studies of the impact of the NMW carried 

out by Nolan et al revealed that 7% of women compared to 3% of men and 4.5% of all 

private sector employees were at or below the full adult minimum rate. Among women 

working part-time the percentage was 19% in 2000/01 reducing to 16% in 2002. (Nolan 

et al 2003) This research based on a survey of around 1,000 firms has indicated that most 

firms in most sectors did not have employees at or below the minimum wage level. Of 

the 20% of firms with employees at or below the minimum wage level, it was estimated 

that around 5% of employees were found to have received increased wages as a result of 

the NMW. Most firms in the survey indicated however that due to the high rate of growth 

at the time wage increases would likely have occurred anyway. Women and young 

workers were identified as those most likely to be on or below the minimum, particularly 

in sectors such as textiles, retailing, hotels bars and restaurants, and personal services. 

 

Around 8% of those on the NMW are estimated to pay income tax (a reduction from 10% 

as a result of the 2005 Budget) and there are serious issues around the retention of 

secondary benefits for those who move from welfare dependence into low paid jobs. 

While the NMW increases have been significant there are huge issues concerning 

enforcement of the minimum and the under-resourcing of the Labour Inspectorate 

responsible for ensuring compliance with statutory wage levels and working conditions.  

 

Table 1 :   National Minimum Wage Levels 2000-2005 

 

National 

Minimum 

Wage  

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Adult over 

18 

IR£4.40 IR£4.70 €6.35 €6.35 €7.00 €7.65 

 

(Source: OASIS (Online Access to Services, Information and Support) www.oasis.gov.ie 

 

Mid-term negotiations in January 2004 under the national agreement ‘Sustaining 

Progress’ led to a pay agreement covering the 18-month period through to June 2005. As 

part of the deal agreed an additional 0.5% increase (above the average increase for the 

http://www.oasis.gov.ie/
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period) was set for those earning under EUROS 9.00 per hour. Negotiations for a new 

agreement are currently underway and it is likely that low pay in particular, and possibly 

the gender pay gap, will form part of the issues addressed.  

 

The persistence of a high gender pay gap and the lack of specific strategies to address it, 

represent key challenges to gender equality in Ireland. ‘Urgent action’ to tackle the 

causes of the gender pay gap in Ireland is called for in the EU Joint Employment Report 

(2004). While the Irish Employment Action Plan (2004) details recommendations of the 

Consultative Group on Male/Female Differentials (covering leave entitlements, taxation 

reform, childcare etc), it contains no indication as to how these recommendations are to 

be implemented, where the responsibility lies and what kind of targets and timeframe will 

be applied. Building on the Consultative Group's study of male/female differentials, 

further research on the gender pay gap at sectoral level was published in 2004. Trends in 

the gender pay gap highlighted in these studies include the significant level of the gap 

(including among recent third level graduates), the impact of horizontal, and particularly 

vertical segregation, the importance of policies to support women's paid employment 

during childrearing years, such as childcare, family friendly and flexible workplace 

policies and the need for equality and audit action plans at sectoral level together with 

improved statistical and monitoring systems. (Consultative Group on Male/Female Wage 

Differentials 2002, Indecon, 2004) In the context of the National Reform Programme for 

Employment a definite strategy to address the gender pay gap is central to ensuring that a 

gender equality perspective is informing employment policy in practice.  

 

2.1  Gender pay gap over time 
 

The Irish economy has shown a wide and persistent gender wage gap over the last fifteen 

years although there has been some narrowing of the gap between men's and women's 

earnings since the late eighties. Central Statistics Office data for the manufacturing sector 

shows a reduction of the gender wage gap since 1988 when women were earning on 

average just over two-thirds of men's hourly earnings. The female to male wage ratio 

stood at 67.6% in 1988, rose to 72.7% in 1994, to 74.4% in 1998 and rose further to 

78.0% in 2003 and 78.4% in 2005. Despite this narrowing of the wage gap over a period 

of time during which equality legislation had been in place, the wage gap has remained 

wide in manufacturing, at 22% in 2005. The high rates of economic growth which 

occurred in the late nineties through to the present day brought with it some reduction in 

the gender pay gap of four percentage points between 1998 and 2005. 
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Table 2 Average Hourly Earnings for Women and Men in Manufacturing 

Industry for Selected Years  
 

Year  Female  Male  Total  Female/Male Ratio 

  

1988  4.85  7.15  6.29   67.6%   

1994  6.53  9.10  8.14   72.7% 

1998  7.60  10.21  9.27   74.4%    

2001  9.43  12.41  11.4   75.9% 

2003  10.74  13.76  12.86   78.0% 

2005  11.55  14.74  13.86   78.4% 

 
Source: Central Statistics Office Industrial Earnings and Hours Worked 2005. 
 
An important reference study was published on pay, and the gender pay gap in particular, 

in 2002 by Oak Tree Press for the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), 

(authors A. Barrett, T.Callan (ed), A. Doris, D. O’ Neill, H. Russell, O. Sweetman, J. 

McBride) entitled ‘How Unequal – Men and Women in the Irish Labour Market’. This 

study was undertaken following a commitment under Partnership 2000, the national 

agreement between the social partners at that time. The study itself was monitored by a 

committee representing the social partners and relevant government departments. The 

study draws on data from the 1987, 1994, 1997 and 2000 Living in Ireland Surveys (the 

Irish element of the European Community Household Panel) based on a survey of around 

four thousand households. Ireland lacks comprehensive national up-to-date data on the 

gender pay gap, a serious problem given that the labour market has undergone significant 

expansion and change during the period of high economic growth since 1997. However, 

the data from the Living in Ireland survey does provide some important insights into the 

way in which the gender pay gap operates at an economy wide level in Ireland. Current 

EUROSTAT data estimates the gender pay gap for Ireland at 14%. 

 

The Living in Ireland Survey uses the Electoral Register as a sampling frame. The sample 

is reweighted using Labour Force Survey data and taking into account the number of 

adults in the household, urban versus rural location, and the age and occupation of the 

'household head'. Household questionnaires together with detailed individual 

questionaires to those aged fifteen and over (not in full-time education) are completed. 

Survey questions cover labour market situation as well as earnings and income, labour 

market experience, education, occupation and industry. Questions on usual gross pay and 

usual hours worked are combined to calculate a figure for usual hourly earnings. These 

hourly earnings are then used to measure the male/female wage differential. Selecting a 

number of key factors such as age, educational attainment and work experience the 

gender pay gap is calculated for different sub sectors of women and men workers. This 

provides a more detailed picture of how the gender wage gap operates among different 

groups of workers. In order to take into account the different labour market situations and 

experiences of women and men, the gender wage gap is adjusted to reflect these 

differences and in order to focus on the specific effect of each factor. This also is 
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intended to allow an estimation of the proportion of the wage gap which cannot be 

attributed to such factors as work experience or educational qualifications. 

 

The following data is taken from a Report by Helen Russell and Brenda Gannon of the 

ESRI on Equal Opportunities between Women and Men and published on the 

Department of Enterprise and Employment Website (www.entemp.ie 2002). Using data 

from the Living in Ireland Surveys, it draws on and updates the statistical trends 

presented in the Barrett et al Report and represents a more recent analysis of trends in the 

gender pay gap in Ireland. Data for all employees based on Economic and Social 

Research Institute (ESRI) survey data reveals a higher female to male wage ratio 

covering the period 1987-1997, rising from 80.1% in 1987 to 82.8% in 1994, to 85.0% in 

1997 and to 85.3% in 2000. It is clear from this data that the gender wage gap narrowed 

very gradually but significantly by five percentage points over the decade 1987 to 1997 

but has remained almost static over the years 1997-2000. It was in 1997 that the 

European Employment Strategy was first put in place.   

 

Table 3 Gender Pay Gap, 1987 - 2000, Living in Ireland Surveys 

        Mean Hourly Wage 2000 

Year    F/M Ratio  Wage Gap  Male  Female 

  %   %   £  £ 

1987  80.1   19.9   4.27  3.59 

1994  82.8   17.2   7.71  6.38 

1997  85.0   15.0   8.88  7.55 

2000  85.3   14.7   10.29  8.77 

2004 

Source : Russell and Gannon, 2002 

1987 figures taken from Callen and Wren. Figures for 1994 and 1997 vary slightly from 

Barrett et al due to use of individual rather then household weighting. 

 

A number of different factors have influenced the way in which the gender pay gap 

operates in practice, for example age, work experience, educational attainment and 

occupation. These factors can also affect women and differently depending on their 

different labour market situations. Russell and Gannon 2002 examine a number of these 

factors in turn using the Living in Ireland Surveys data to give a detailed picture of how 

labour market characteristics influence the gender wage gap. 

 

A definite pattern is evident when data on the gender wage gap is broken down on an age 

group basis. The gender wage gap widens in the older age groups except in the oldest 55-

64 age group where labour force participation, particularly among women, is very low. 

Interruptions in the labour market experience of women who tend to have significant 

periods of absence from paid employment leading to disadvantage on the labour market 

is reflected in the wider pay gap among most of the older age categories. The gap is 

particularly wide in the 45-54 age group, at a level of 26.7% in 2000. The wage gap has 

been static or increasing in the younger age groups and narrowing in the middle and older 

age groups (although from a wide base) across the time period 1994 to 2000.  

 

http://www.entemp.ie/
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Table 4  Male and Female Wage Differentials by Age Group 

 

Age  1994  1997  2000  Mean Hourly Wage 2000 

Category Ratio   Ratio  Ratio  Male  Female 

 

17-24  107.3% 107.0% 96.3%  £6.79  £6.54 

25-34  96.8%  90.8%  90.3%  £9.75  £8.80 

35-44  81.8%  91.5%  87.4%  £10.88  £9.51 

45-54  70.7%  72.6%  73.3%  £13.29  £9.75 

55-64  77.7%  74.3%  80.1%  £12.41  £9.94  

 

Source : Russell and Gannon 2002. 

 

A key factor in understanding the gender wage gap in Ireland is an examination of 

occupational segregation, particularly vertical segregation which has the effect of 

crowding women into the low paid and low status end of the jobs hierarchy and out of the 

higher paid employment. Horizontal job segregation is also widespread in Ireland. Two 

thirds of women workers are employed in just four strongly female dominated 

occupations - clerical workers, nurses, teachers and personal services workers. While 

European Labour Force Data reveals a strong representation of women in Ireland in 

higher level and professional jobs, the vast majority of these are accounted for by first 

and second level teachers and nurses. 

 

Table 5 Female Share of Higher Level and Professional Jobs in Ireland and 

EU (%) 

 

   1992   1995   2001 

   Ireland  EU  Ireland  EU  Ireland  EU 

Female share of 

Higher Level Jobs 38.5 40.6  41.7 42.0  44.1 43.4   

 

Female share of  49.7 41.1  54.3 43.2  51.7 43.8 

Professional Jobs 

 

Source : European Labour Force Survey. EWERC calculations 2002. 

 

Some progress towards greater gender equality has been reflected in the narrowing of the 

gender pay gap. But the fact that the gender pay gap continues to be significant and 

persistent reflects both the way in which women are penalised in paid employment 

because of their time spent on care responsibilities and also the undervaluing and 

underpayment of women's work. Increased participation has resulted in some increased 

equality of opportunity and outcome but gender discrimination is still evident. Women 

continue to be concentrated in a narrow range of occupations, they make up the majority 

of those on low pay, those living in poverty and are crowded into the lowest part of the 

jobs hierarchy.  
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Equality legislation as well as other legislation covering part-time employment and the 

minimum wage have played important roles in improving the employment position of 

women, a role difficult to quantify given the strong increase in women's employment rate 

and the context of a high growth economy. As women account for most of those on low 

pay and the large majority of part-time employees in Ireland, regulation in this area is 

particularly important. Because the minimum wage was introduced at a time of strong 

economic growth and rising demand for labour, its positive impact on women in low paid 

employment was limited. It is estimated that 6% of women employees experienced some 

benefit from the setting of the minimum wage (Nolan et al 2002). A more detailed 

overview of research on the minimum wage is presented below. 

 

Educational attainment is another factor which affects women's position on the labour 

market and consequently their relative earning situation. However, data shows that 

substantial gender wage gaps are evident even where women's educational qualifications 

are high and little change has taken place in this pattern over the last eight years. It is also 

very clear from the data that the gender wage gap is the highest among women and men 

with the lowest educational attainment levels and lowest at the highest educational 

attainment level. High educational attainment does however mean that women earn above 

the average earnings and above male average earnings. Different factors may come into 

play here. For example, women with higher educational attainment linked to higher levels 

of earnings are more likely to have a stronger attachment to the labour market, resulting 

in fewer periods and shorter periods of absence from paid employment.  

 

Table 6  Male/Female Wage Differentials by Educational Qualifications 

 

1994                1997                2000  Mean Hourly Wage 2000 

   Ratio  Ratio  Ratio  Male  Female  

No secondary qual 65.6%  68.3%  69.5%  £7.72  £5.37  

Junior/Group cert 73.3%  75.5%  75.0%  £8.41  £6.30 

Leaving Cert/Dipl 80.5%  81.9%  82.3%  £10.03  £8.26 

Degree   84.9%  90.6%  84.9%  £16.40  £13.93 

 

Source : Russell and Gannon 2002 

 

Strong increases in women's participation in education and training have paralleled 

increases in women's employment rate. Women account for the majority of those with 

third level education in Ireland, a gap particular apparent among younger people aged 25-

34 compared to the older age group 55-64. This reflects a generational change as young 

women in Ireland look to increased educational attainment as a means to strengthen their 

situation on the labour market in terms of both pay and occupational position (OECD 

2002). The female proportion of second level students has been at slightly over 50% of 

the total since the late 1970's, while within the third level sector, female students have 

risen significantly from a position of under- to one of over-representation over the same 

time period. Over the last twenty years, the female share of students in third level 

education has risen continuously as the following figures show : 
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Table 7 Female Share of Third Level Students 

   

  1979  42.3% 

1985 43.2% 

1990 45.3% 

1995 49.3% 

2000  54.1%   (OECD 2002 Lynch, 1999) 

 

Within the second level system, data shows that girls have begun to consistently 

outperform boys in the results achieved in the Leaving Certificate examination, including 

subjects such as maths in which 83% of girls attaining a grade C or higher in higher level 

maths in 1996 compared to 79% of boys. This compares to figures of 35% of girls 

attaining a grade C or higher in higher level maths in 1979 compared to 44% of boys. 

Looking at the field of study that new entrant female and male students are engaging in 

data from 1998 shows strong gender differentiation. Over two-thirds of those take up 

study in Humanities, Social Sciences or Art and Design fields are female compared to 

only 22% of those taking up study in Technology fields (Clancy 2001). 

 

Data from the State training agency AnCO - later reestablished as FAS - show a strong 

increase in women's participation in training and employment schemes. In 1975, women 

accounted for only 10% of trainees compared to 30% of trainees in 1980. (AnCO 1980) 

Recent data from FAS indicates that women today account for 46 % of participants on 

training and employment schemes - 35% of training programme participants and 46% of 

employment scheme participants. Women have strongly increased their proportion of 

participants on active labour market schemes due to changes in eligibility criteria 

allowing for lone parents (the large majority of whom are women) and women spouses of 

long term unemployed men to enter these schemes. However, underlying the global 

figures for women's equal participation rates, there is evidence of significant sex 

differentiation. There has also been a steady increase in the percentage of women 

undergoing specific skills training. Between 1990 and 2003, women increased their 

proportion of participants on specific skills training from 37% to 47%. However, 

underlying the global figures for women's more equal participation rates, there is 

evidence of significant sex differentiation. Within specific skills training women tend to 

be grouped into certain training programmes and in apprenticeship training women make 

up only a tiny percentage of participants. Women accounted for 56% of those on general 

specific skills training courses but only 15% of those on sponsored specific skills training 

i.e. linked to specific employers or employment opportunities in 2000. Less than 1% of 

those undergoing apprenticeship training that year were women. (Cousins 1996, FAS 

2000, 2003) 
 

 

1.6 Trends in wage inequality 

 
Deepening wage inequality has become a feature of the Irish economy over its period of 

strong economic growth of the last decade. This widening wage inequality is a result both 

of the growth in the scale of low paid employment but also of an increase in the wage 
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levels at the higher end of the wage spectrum. Barrett, Fitzgerald and Nolan (2000) 

analysed earnings inequality in the Irish economy over the decade 1987 to 1997. They 

demonstrate a substantial widening in earnings dispersion in terms of hourly wages 

among all employees. The percentage of all employees earning below two thirds of the 

median rose from 20% in 1987 to 23% in 1994 and to 22% in 1997, making Ireland a 

country with one of the highest levels of low pay among OECD countries, similar to the 

UK. To provide a picture of the level of earnings dispersion among all employees, hourly 

earnings of the top and bottom decile and quartiles of all employees are shown as a 

proportion of median hourly earnings for the years 1987, 1994 and 1997. What this data 

shows is that the earnings of those within the top quartile and decile of earnings have 

become significantly greater than the median i.e. the gap between those on higher 

earnings and average earnings has widened. At the lower end of the earnings scale 

change has been less marked. Among the lowest decile of earnings the gap has remained 

almost stable, at less than half of the median. Among those in the lowest quartile, the gap 

has widened as their earnings proportion of the average has fallen from 73% to 69%.  

 

Table 8 Distribution of Hourly Earnings in 1987, 1994 and 1997 for all 

Employees 

 

As proportion of median 1987  1994  1997 

Hourly earnings 

Bottom decile   0.47  0.47  0.48 

Bottom quartile  0.73  0.68  0.69 

Top quartile   1.37  1.50  1.53 

Top decile   1.96  2.24  2.33 

 

Top decile/bottom decile 4.16  4.77  4.81 

 

Source : Barrett, Fitzgerald and Nolan (2000) 

 

Among women and men the trends in income inequality have been quite different. At 

both ends of the scale male earnings have shown a marked increase in inequality, due to 

an increase in the proportion of both high and low earnings over the average. As the top 

decile of earnings category rose significantly above the median, male workers have 

benefited. Gender disaggregated data on income inequality in the Irish economy is 

extremely limited. The fact that women are under represented among the higher paid and 

over represented among the lower paid, widening income inequality means that women 

are concentrated in those parts of the earnings spectrum falling below the average. As 

wage inequality deepens across the Irish economy, the gap between the lowest and the 

highest earnings widens, with women concentrated into the lower end of an increasingly 

unequal earnings structure. 

 

Examining the detail of women's and men's earnings provides a picture of the gender 

differences in the structure of women's and men's pay. Analysing the distribution of 

women's and men's wages, Russell and Gannon conclude that women's wages tend to be 

clustered around the average level while men's wages show much greater variation. By 
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looking at the size of the earnings gap at different parts of the earning distribution 

spectrum a clearer picture emerges of how the gender wage gap operates at different 

levels of earnings. The following table from Russell and Gannon provides this data : 

 

Table 9 Mean Hourly Earnings in Each Decile, 1997 and 2000. 

   1997     2000 

  Men Women F/M Ratio Men Women F/M Ratio 

1 Low  2.54 2.53  99.4%  3.70 3.48  94.1% 

2  4.17 3.54  84.8%  5.46 4.76  87.3% 

3  5.16 4.17  80.9%  6.47 5.41  83.6% 

4  6.03 4.87  80.7%  7.32 6.06  82.7% 

5  6.87 5.57  81.0%  8.23 6.83  83.3% 

6  7.76 6.43  82.9%  9.42 7.69  81.6% 

7  9.01 7.49  83.1%  10.69 8.73  81.7% 

8  10.08 9.20  85.25  12.44 10.48  84.2% 

9  13.96 11.95  85.6%  15.30 13.63  89.3% 

10 High 22.47 19.73  87.8%  23.73 20.77  87.5% 

 

Source : Russell and Gannon 2002. 

 

Women earn less than men across all earnings categories. The widest gap between 

women's and men's earnings occurs in the middle of the earnings scale, where most 

workers are concentrated. Among the lowest paid, and to an extent the highest paid 

earnings categories, the gender pay gap narrows. Young men on low pay earn similar 

amounts to women of different ages who make up the majority of the low paid. But even 

among the low paid the gender pay gap is widening, with women earning only 94% of 

men's hourly earnings in 2000 compared to 99% in 1997. Those women who have, 

through educational qualifications, work experience and other factors, managed to enter 

the higher paid earnings categories continue to earn significantly less than men, 

averaging between 10 and 12% and little change is evident over the 1997-2000 period. 

 

This data indicates that the gender wage gap is at its narrowest among those earning the 

lowest hourly wages and is also narrow among those earning the highest hourly wage 

rates. The greatest gender wage gap occurs in the middle of the hourly wage range where 

the majority of women workers are concentrated. Another pattern to emerge from this 

table is a narrowing of the gender wage gap to a significant degree between 1997 and 

2000 in the middle of the earnings range, where the gap was around 19% in 1997 

narrowing to around 17% 2000 and 15% in 2004. Although this gap has narrowed, it 

remains extremely wide. At the very lowest end of the scale where women's hourly 

earnings have more closely tracked men's hourly earnings, a widening of the gap is 

evident. The low paid are predominantly women of different ages, low paid men on the 

other hand constitute a minority of the low paid and tend to be young. In effect, among 

the low paid women and men's hourly earnings are similar. 

 

Women make up the vast majority, about 75% of all part-time workers in Ireland. In this 

context it is important to examine the way in which the gender pay gap operates among 
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full and part-time workers. Russell and Gannon provide the most up-to-date data on the 

wage gap among part- and full-time workers : 

 

Table 10 Male/Female Wage Differentials by Full/Part-time Working Hours 

      Hourly Wage  Hourly Wage 00 

1994 1997 2000  00 Mean   Median 

Ratio Ratio Ratio  Male Female  Male Female 

% % `%  £ £  £ £ 

Full-time 85.5 86.3 86.8  10.15 8.81  8.88 7.22 

Part-time 59.1 65.2 67.3  12.94 8.71  7.58 6.16 

 

Source : Russell and Gannon 2002.  

Part-time < 30 hours per week except teachers < 24 hours per week. 

 

It is clear from this table that the gender pay gap among part-time workers is significantly 

greater than among full-time workers. That gap has narrowed between 1994 and 2000 but 

it still remains very wide. A key factor here is the high hourly wage rate to male part-time 

workers. Women tend to be concentrated in the lower paid areas of part-time employment 

resulting in a deepening and reinforcement of the gender pay gap.  

 

There is much evidence that income inequality has increased in Ireland over the most 

recent period of rapid economic growth. The gap between higher and lower income 

groups has widened. Women, who are concentrated among the lower paid, tend to be 

negatively affected by this increased income inequality. Specific up-to-date gender 

disaggregated data is not readily available on income in Ireland making it difficult to 

monitor changes taking place on an immediate short-term basis. One source of data on 

gender gaps in earnings and income comes from the United Nations Human Development 

Report 2005 which ranks Ireland seventeenth in the 'gender related development index' 

and estimates women's earnings at 41% of men's earnings. In its table of inequality in 

income or consumption Ireland is placed in the 'high human development' category and 

emerges with one of the highest levels of income inequality within this category.  

 
 

Table 11         Estimated earned income (€) - Ireland 

Year Male Female Female Earnings 

as a % of Male 

Earnings 

2003 €44,930  €18,566 41.3 

2002 €43,637 €17,667 40.5 

2001 €38,832 €15,691 40.4 

2000 €35,930 €14,332 39.9 

 

Source: UN Human Development Report, 2002;2003;2004;2005  Currency conversion 

rate 9/3/2006 - 1 USD = 0.837914 EUR 
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Table 12            Female earnings as a % of male earnings, EU-15, 2000-2003 

Country  2000 2001 2002 2003 

 Rank within EU-15 % Rank within EU-15 % Rank 

within EU-15  

% Rank 

within EU-15 

%  

Austria 8 (15) 50 9 (14) 50 15(17) 36 15(19) 35 

Belgium 10 (2) 44 12 (8) 44 9 (7) 50 6 (9) 54 

Denmark 1 (13) 70 1(9) 71 2(13) 72 1 (13) 73 

Finland 1 (8) 70 2(10) 70 3(10) 70 2(10) 72 

France 4 (12) 62 4(17) 63 5(15) 59 5 (16) 59 

Germany 8 (16) 50 6(15) 57 8(19) 52 6 (20) 54 

Greece 10 (25) 44 10(24) 45 12(25) 43 11(24) 45 

Ireland 14 (17) 40 14( 16) 40 13(14) 40 13(11) 41 

Italy 10 (20) 44 10(21) 45 10(21) 45 10(18) 46 

Luxembourg 15 (19) 37 15(18) 38 14(16) 38 14(7) 39 

Portugal 6 (28) 53 7(23) 53 6(24) 54 6 (26) 54 

Spain 13 (21) 43 12(20) 44 11(20) 44 12(21) 44 

Sweden 3 (4) 68 3(3) 68 1(2) 83 3(4) 69 

The Netherlands 7 (9) 52 7(7) 53 7(5) 53 9(12) 53 

United Kingdom 5 (10) 61 5(11) 60 4(9) 60 4(15) 62 

 

* Overall Gender-related Development Index ranking (GDI) in brackets (out of 177 countries world-wide, based on factors such as income, life expectancy, 

literacy, education enrolment)
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1.7 Incidence of low pay 

 
Women are disproportionately represented among the low paid in the Irish economy. 

Over the last decade while Irish women have strongly increased their labour force 

participation rate and consequently their representation in paid employment, they have 

also become increasingly concentrated among the low paid. This concentration is 

particularly evident within the retail sector, the hotel and restaurant sector and within 

clerical employment generally. As a result the gender pay gap has been reinforced by a 

broader structural inequality affecting the position of Irish women on the labour market. 

The recent period of strong economic growth in Ireland since the mid 1990s has seen a 

very significant expansion of the labour force, driven primarily by an increase in 

women’s employment and also by an unprecedented increase in net migration. Most of 

this growth in employment has occurred in the services sector and has comprised growth 

in both part-time and full-time employment. Retail, tourism, personal and business 

services have been the key sectors of services growth. Part-time employment plays a key 

role in the services sector generally. It continues to be hugely dominated by women and 

is a key area of concentration of low pay. 

 

The introduction of the Minimum Wage in Ireland in April 2001 was expected to have a 

positive impact on those concentrated in the lowest paid jobs in the economy. Since its 

introduction the impact of the minimum wage has been the focus of important research 

study. Brian Nolan, Donal O' Neill and James William of the ESRI published their latest 

assessment of the impact of the minimum wage on Irish firms in May 2002, based on 

surveys of a group of firms carried out both prior to and following the introduction of the 

Minimum Wage legislation. Young workers and women workers account for the majority 

of those in low paid jobs. Low pay is also particularly prevalent among part-time 

workers, three quarters of whom are women. Women generally are at much greater risk 

of being low paid than men. However, the risk of low pay rises sharply among men who 

are part-time workers (closer to the risk of low pay among women part-timers). The study 

revealed that the pay of 6% of employees on average in the firms surveyed was increased 

as a direct result of the introduction of the Minimum Wage. This level increased to 

almost 20% in firms with a high proportion of low paid workers (Nolan, O'Neill, William 

2002). A gender breakdown of the firms surveyed reveals that 19.4% of women full-time 

workers earned £5.50 per hour or less compared to 9.8% of men full-time workers in 

2001. Among part-time workers, a slightly higher proportion of men earned under £5.50 

per hour in 2001 than women. 53.2% of women part-timers earned £5.50 or less per hour 

compared to 55.8% of men part-timers. Part-time working however, is a much more 

prevalent situation for women, accounting for 34% of women workers and only 5% of 

men workers (Russell and Gannon 2002).  

 

"the risk of being in the lowest pay category is 2 .7% for males compared with a figure of 

7.3% for females. This means that a female's probability (in aggregate across all 

females) of being in the lowest pay group is 2.7 times that of her male counterpart. " 

(Nolan et al 2002) 
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Table 10 Comparison of percentages of Males and Females in each broad basic 

Pay Scale in the 1999 and 2001 Survey 
 

Basic Hourly Pay Scale 

   £4.50 or less £4.51-5.50 5.51-£6.50 £6.50+  Total 

Full-Time 

   %  %  %  % 

Male 1999  10.3  12.4  17.8  59.5%  100% 

 2001  1.6  8.2  14.1  76%  100% 

Female 1999  19.8  20.9  17.4  41.9%  100% 

 2001  3.6  15.8  21.5  59.1%  100% 

 

Part-Time 

 

Male 1999  59.2  18.8  11.3  10.7  100 

 2001  14.1  41.7  17.8  26.4  100 

Female 1999  67.7  17.2  9.8  5.3  100 

 2001  19.1  34.1  16.3  30.5  100  

 

All Persons 

 

Male 1999  15.0  13.0  17.2  54.8  100 

 2001  2.7  11.0  14.4  71.9  100 

Female 1999  30.5  20.1  22.0  41.9  100 

 2001  7.3  20.2  20.3  52.2  100 

 

Source : Nolan et al 2002. 

 

1.8 Summary and Conclusions 

 
There is a significant and persistent gender wage gap in Ireland. Over the last decade 

while Irish women have strongly increased their labour force participation rate and 

consequently their representation in paid employment, they have also become 

increasingly concentrated among the low paid. The gender pay gap is narrower among 

those with higher educational qualifications and also among the lower paid. However, the 

over-representation or crowding of women into low paid employment reinforces the 

overall gap in earnings and income reflecting a broader structural inequality affecting the 

position of Irish women on the labour market. 

 

The recent period of strong economic growth in Ireland since the mid 1990s has seen a 

very significant expansion of the labour force, driven primarily by an increase in 

women’s employment and also by an unprecedented increase in net migration. Most of 

this growth in employment has occurred in the services sector and has comprised growth 

in both part-time and full-time employment. Retail, tourism, personal and business 

services have been the key sectors of services growth. Part-time employment plays a key 

role in the services sector generally. It continues to be hugely dominated by women and 
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is a key area of concentration of low pay. Deepening wage inequality has become a 

feature of the Irish economy over its period of strong economic growth of the last decade. 

This widening inequality is a result both of the growth in the scale of low paid 

employment but also of an increase in the wage levels at the higher end of the wage 

spectrum. 
  

3 Institutional factors and gender pay gap 

 
3.1 National level 

 
Wage setting takes place mainly in Ireland through the National Agreements entered into 

on a voluntary basis by the social partners. At the core of these agreements is wage 

setting but they also cover broader economic and social issues over usually a three year 

period. Successive agreements have governed the setting of wage and salary increases 

across the economy since the 1987. For the most part these Agreements set annual rates 

of wage increase together with provisions for locally or company negotiated productivity 

deals. Existing wage relativities are protected and even reinforced through this process.  

 

The only statutory regulation of wage levels in Ireland occurs under the National 

Minimum Wage set by central government and applied across the economy. While the 

NMW has been increased regularly over the six years since its introduction in 2000, it is 

not indexed to average wages and there is evidence that it is not being applied in any 

systematic way. There has been much criticism of the lack of an effective system of 

enforcement of the NMW, relying as it does on an under-resourced and weak Labour 

Inspectorate, which has only a handful (eighteen in total) of inspectors to monitor wage 

levels in every economic sector. The issue of regulation has come to the forefront of 

political debate in Ireland over the last two years, particularly in relation to the increasing 

number of migrant workers and evidence of their exploitation in parts of the construction 

and services sector.  

 

As well as the NMW there are also Registered Wage Agreements (RWA) in key sectors, 

for example the construction industry. These agreements are voluntary and are the 

outcome of negotiations between employer organisations and trade unions within the 

sector. There is no system of enforcement in relation to these agreements and they have 

no statutory framework. Complaints of breaches in the terms of these agreements can be 

brought to the Labour Court and its rulings are generally accepted. This process acts as a 

system of enforcement but only where individual complaints are brought forward. 

Because of the lack of a statutory basis to RWA concern has been expressed by trade 

unions and others that in the event of the transposition into Irish law of the EU Services 

Directive, Ireland will lack legally enforceable wage regulation as a country of 

destination other than the NMW. This means that where service activities are established 

in Ireland, whose origins are elsewhere in the EU, it will be extremely difficult to ensure 

that prevailing wage levels and wage agreements are respected and enforced.  
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3.1.1 Trends in system of wage setting 
 

In a departure from the established approach to wage regulation, a process known as 

benchmarking was established in July 2000 following the establishment of the Public 

Service Benchmarking Body (PSBB). This process involved a detailed review of the 

relative position of public sector versus private sector pay levels, with a view to dealing 

with the pay claims of 230,000 public servants. To a large extent, this process was aimed 

at staving off the rising number of pay claims and industrial action occurring primarily in 

the health and educational services and threatening in a range of other areas of public 

sector employment. It was based on the assumption that public sector pay rates had fallen 

behind pay rates in the private sector during the period of high economic growth during 

the second half on the 1990's. The terms of reference of the PSBB was agreed between 

public service employers and the public service committee of the Irish Congress of Trade 

Unions (ICTU) and the body itself was established under a commitment made under the 

then National Agreement, the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (PPF). Not all 

public sector unions agreed to cooperate. One of the three major teaching unions, the 

Association of Secondary Teachers of Ireland (ASTI) representing second level teachers 

stayed outside the benchmarking process arguing that the form of productivity style 

assessment drawn from the private sector could not be applied to educational services. 

 

The Benchmarking Report was published in June 2002 and recommended a series of pay 

increases across a wide range of public sector occupations averaging at 9%. The range of 

recommended pay increases varied substantially across the different occupational grades, 

including for example a 25% increase in pay to ambulance personnel, a13% increase in 

teachers pay and an 8.5% increase to clerical officers in the civil service. In most 

occupational groups, management and administrative grades received recommendations 

for higher percentages than those in lower grades. For example lower ranked civil 

servants such as clerical and service officer grades received significantly lower (8.5%) 

recommendations than senior grades, such as Assistant Principal (13.8%) and Principal 

Officer grades (11.7%) Among nursing occupations, similar differences in 

recommendations are evident : recommended increase for director of nursing grade is 

16% while that for staff nurses is 8%. (Public Sector Benchmarking Body 2002) Once the 

public sector trade unions accepted the recommendations from Benchmarking, they were 

then precluded from seeking further exceptional pay claims over and above the 

partnership agreements, prohibiting follow-on claims from employees within either the 

public service or the private sector. 

 

The benchmarking process, by focusing on the public sector, had potentially positive pay 

implications for a significant number of women workers who are strongly represented 

within public sector employment. Women account for nearly 50% of public sector 

workers compared to 42% of the workforce as a whole. Specific occupations, such as 

nursing, teaching and clerical workers in the civil service are predominantly made up of 

women workers and consequently the recommendations for these occupations are of 

particular relevance to women. The Benchmarking Report itself makes no 

acknowledgement of gender issues in its analysis of pay differentials between public and 

private sector employment. Its approach is effectively ‘gender blind’ treating each 
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occupational category as gender neutral and focusing only on public/private differentials. 

None of the data on public sector employment contained in this Report are gender 

disaggregated. The chapter profiling the characteristics of public service employment 

looks at age, educational attainment and occupational profile but no reference is made to 

gender (Public Service Benchmarking Body 2002).  

 

While the public sector is an important employer of women workers so also are certain 

parts of the private services sector. As a result, relative pay structures between public and 

private sector employment cannot in themselves address gender pay differences. In this 

context, while benchmarking represented an important new initiative in analysing pay 

structures in Ireland, it failed to address the historical and current gender pay gap and is 

unlikely to result in any narrowing of that gap. Where public/private comparisons have 

been carried out they include comparisons between women workers in both and no 

specific gender analysis has been incorporated into the benchmarking analytical 

framework. Neither job classification nor job evaluation systems were scrutinised as part 

of this process and the gender aspects of such system were not acknowledged. This is 

unfortunate as there is unlikely to be a further comprehensive analysis of pay structures in 

the short or medium term future. A new round of benchmarking is planned for 2006/07 

but there is no indication that gender inequalities will be analysed or addressed through 

this process. While the focus of the first benchmarking round was on gaps between public 

and private sector earnings, employer organisations are currently arguing that public 

sector pay levels have outpaced private sector levels over the last five years creating a 

very different context for negotiating pay increases. 

 

3.1.2 Minimum wage legislation 

 
A National Minimum Wage Commission was established by the Irish government prior 

to the introduction of the National Minimum Wage in 2000, a commitment made under 

the national wage agreement at the time. Once established research was commissioned on 

the extent of low pay in Ireland and the likely impact of a minimum wage. This research 

was published in 1997. It demonstrated pervasive low pay across the Irish economy 

affecting 11% of employees using a low threshold, 23% using a medium threshold and 

30% using a high threshold. Over half of the low paid were women. Employees under 

twenty five years faced a very high risk of being low paid and in this younger age group 

women and men were similarly at risk. However in the other age categories, women were 

far more likely to be low paid. Part-time workers were seen to be particularly vulnerable 

to being low paid and low levels of educational attainment also increase the risk of being 

low paid (Nolan 1987). 

 

The key piece of legislation in Ireland for the regulation of low pay is the Minimum 

Wage Act which came into force in April 2000 and sets a floor hourly minimum rate 

across the economy. Changes to the level of the National Minimum Wage are at the 

discretion of the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment following 'appropriate 

consultation'. A study of the impact of the introduction of the minimum wage was 

commissioned by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and carried out 

by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) in late 2000 and early 2001. The 



19 

 

published study by Brian Nolan, Donal O' Neill and James Williams 'The Impact of the 

Minimum Wage on Irish Firms' ESRI 2002 provides the most recent assessment of this 

system of regulation of low pay in Ireland. The study itself involved a follow up survey 

of firms who had originally been surveyed prior to the introduction of the minimum 

wage. The minimum wage was introduced at a level of EURO 5.59 per hour for 

experienced adult workers in April 2001 and, following a number of increases since then, 

currently stands at a level of EURO 7.65 per hour. 

 

About 5% of employees were said to have received an increase in pay as a direct result of 

the introduction of the minimum wage and about thirteen per cent of firms said that they 

had to increase the pay of other employees in order to restore differentials. The large 

majority 80% of firms said that wage trends in the Irish labour market would have pushed 

wage rates up anyway. Most firms did not have any employees at or below the minimum 

wage rate. Those sectors where minimum rates were still common were clothing, textiles, 

retailing and hotels/bars and restaurants. Women workers, young workers (both female 

and male) and part-time workers were those most at risk of being at minimum wage 

levels. 7.3% of women compared to 2.7% of men were paid at or below the minimum at 

the time of the study. Figures for young workers, both male and female were particularly 

stark with up to 50% of under eighteen year olds on or below the minimum.  

 

The largest sectors employing women workers at or below the minimum were retailing 

(12.7%) and hotel/restaurant/bar (17.5%)(Nolan et al 2002). The proportion of part-time 

women workers at or below the minimum was particularly high in retail (22.9%), 

wholesale (26.3%), hotel/restaurant/bar (29.2%) and banking/business services (11.4). In 

some sectors large percentages of women workers were earning just above the minimum, 

for example 58.9% of part-time women workers in the hotel/restaurant/bar sector were 

earning just above the minimum level. High percentages of minimum wages among were 

largely part-time male workers in the textile and clothing, retail and wholesale sectors. 

 
As is evident from the above there is a strong overlap between part-time employment and 

low paid employment particularly among women workers in Ireland. The Protection of 

Employees Part-time Work Act 2001 came into effect in December 2001 and is the most 

recent legislative change intended to enhance the employment conditions of part-time 

workers by ensuring that part-time workers have pro-rata entitlements to pay and other 

employment benefits such as holidays, sick pay and pensions. This legislation followed 

from the implementation of the EU Framework Agreement on Part-time Work. Part-time 

workers are overwhelmingly female (73%) in Ireland and these new protections have the 

potential to strengthen the employment position of large numbers of Irish women 

workers. It is to early yet to assess the impact of the legislation and to identify whether 

the terms of the legislation are being fully and appropriately enforced. 
 

The key sector of low pay in the Irish economy is in private services, such as retailing, 

personal services and tourism. To a large extent these sectors of economic activity are 

dependent on the level of measured economic activity in the wider economy. After a 

period of extremely high rates of economic growth, averaging at 10% per annum, the 

Irish economy is currently experiencing a downturn in its high growth. Forecasts for this 
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year predict growth rates of between 3 and 4%, significantly lower than the last four 

years, yet nonetheless high relative to other EU countries. However, linked to the decline 

in the rate of GNP growth, there has been a mounting level of job losses and a growth in 

the unemployment level. In this context, it is likely that downward pressure at the lower 

wage end of the labour market will continue, thus holding significant numbers trapped in 

low pay. It is also likely that if the decline in economic activity continues then job losses 

will occur among low paid workers, many of whom are in temporary or seasonal 

positions. 

 

Forecasts for women's employment predict further substantial growth up to 2015 of 

almost 41% (around 250,000 additional women in paid employment) compared to a 15% 

growth in male employment over the same period (around 150,000 additional male paid 

employees). Most of this growth is forecast to occur among women workers in services 

and sales occupations and managers and professional occupations. (FAS/ESRI Manpower 

Studies 2002). Services and sales occupations comprise a high proportion of low paid 

employment, and this forecast rise implies a continuation and/or increase in the 

significant level of low pay among women workers. 

 

3.1.3 Laws on equal pay 
 

The first piece of equality legislation introduced into Ireland following membership of 

the EU was the Anti Discrimination (Pay) Act, 1974 designed to bring the Irish 

legislative framework into line with EEC Directive 117. The Act only finally came into 

effect on January 1
st
 1976 following a period of strong resistance from employers 

organisations supported by the government of the time. Women's organisations, trade 

unions and some political parties engaged in a strong campaign to bring about the 

implementation of the Act. Once brought into law, under this Act, women and men were 

deemed to be entitled to equal pay for 'like work' including work of 'equal value' defined 

in terms of skill, physical or mental requirements, responsibility or working conditions.  

 

The following year saw the introduction of the Employment Equality Act 1977 

prohibiting discrimination on the grounds of sex or marital status in recruitment, training, 

conditions of employment and promotion opportunities. This Act also outlawed indirect 

discrimination, where a condition or requirement essential to a job is applied to both 

sexes but operates such that the proportion of persons disadvantaged is much higher 

among one sex. This legislation also saw the establishment of the Employment Equality 

Agency (EEA) which had roles both in investigating claims of discrimination and in 

promoting non-discrimination and equality issues. The information and monitoring role 

of the EEA, together with its enforcement role, had the potential of allocating a 

significant role to the agency, but one which was in practice limited by lack of resources.  

 

These two pieces of legislation constituted the legal framework for equality in 

employment in Ireland over a period of twenty years. These Acts were implemented 

through a complaints-based system. Cases were pursued through Equality Officers or 

through the Labour Court. Equality Officers and the Employment Equality Agency had 

the power to carry out an investigation into discrimination claims. An important aspect of 
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the legislation was the provision for representation of named claimants by trade unions 

which has meant that a number of named women could be part of and benefit from the 

same action. This increased the impact of the legislation and the capacity of individuals 

and groups to seek redress through the system. 

 

There were however significant limitations to these two pieces of legislation which 

curtailed their effectiveness : 

 

 There was no reference in the legislation to a job classification system or a job 

evaluation system. This limited the extent to which different jobs could be 

compared on the basis of 'equal value'.  

 

 Comparisons under the legislation were restricted to those who worked for the 

same or associated employer. As a result, the capacity of the legislation to 

reduce wage differentials that arise through segregation has been extremely 

limited. 

 

 Because the legislation operated on the basis of a complaints system, there 

was no allowance for class action or action by State agencies. 

 

Individual cases however have established important breakthroughs in establishing 

greater equality of pay. In 1997, for example, a flexible interpretation of the 'work of 

equal value' clause resulted in a record equal pay award by the Labour Court to four 

women clerical workers employed by the Irish Civil aviation Authority as 

communications assistants earning IR£12,468 per year. The court ruled that the women's 

work was equal in value to that of male radio officers earning IR£21,941 and each 

woman received IR£100,000 in back pay. (Murphy and Roche 1997). 

 

Case law has also played an important role in achieving a fuller implementation of other 

EU Directives on equal treatment of women and men. The implementation of the EU 

Directive on Equal Treatment in Social Security during the mid 1980's was the subject of 

much controversy in Ireland. Initially it was brought into Irish law under the Social 

Welfare (No 2) Act 1985 but was only implemented in 1986. Due to the lack of 

provisions for the full equal treatment of married women under this legislation, it was the 

subject of case law which finally ruled in favour of the complainants resulting in the 

payment of significant amounts of backpay to the women affected amounting to a total 

value of IR£350 million. The 1980s also saw the removal of the prohibition on women's 

industrial night work under the Employment Equality (Employment of Women) Order 

1986. This change was the direct result of European regulation. More recently the EU 

Directive on Parental Leave, which the Irish government adopted a minimalist approach 

to its implementation, was also subject to legal controversy eventually forcing the 

amendment of national legislation. 

 

Equal pay and equal treatment legislation introduced in the 1970's appears to have had an 

initial positive impact in narrowing the gender pay gap but this situation leveled off 

during the 1980s to the present day with only marginal closing of the gender pay gap 
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evident over this period. Detailed analysis of the impact of the legislation is severely 

hampered by the absence of comprehensive national pay data in Ireland. Official national 

pay data has been collected only for the industrial sector (manufacturing and 

construction) over the decades and not the critical services sectors where the vast 

majority (four out of five) women are concentrated. Data collected for the 'Living in 

Ireland Survey' the Irish component of the European Community Household Panel 

(ECHP) does provide an estimate of the gender pay gap on an economy wide basis. 

(Callen et al 2000). 

 

In 1998, the equal pay act was replaced with the Employment Equality (Amendment) 

Act, 1998 which extended the grounds on which discrimination in employment is 

outlawed from the two grounds of sex and marital status to a further seven grounds: race, 

sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, membership of the Travelling Community and 

family status. Under this Act equal pay for 'like work' is provided for. Like work is 

defined as work which is the same, similar or of equal value. Four categories of 

discrimination are prohibited under this Act : direct and indirect discrimination, 

harassment and victimisation. This new legislation brought in some important new 

legislative provisions but did not change the key limitations of equality legislation in 

Ireland outlined above : 

 

 The Act provides that all employment contracts shall be deemed to include equality 

and equal remuneration clauses. Discrimination on the nine grounds is outlawed in 

relation to a broad range of employment-related activities including training or 

experience for, or in relation to: employment; access to employment; conditions of 

employment; promotion; classification of posts; activities of employment agencies; 

and advertising. It applies to employing organisations including trade and 

professional organisations, trade unions and to collective agreements. 

 

 The time limit for claims was changed from six months from the date of the first 

occurrence to six months from the most recent occurrence. 

 

 The Employment Equality Agency was reconstituted as the Equality Authority and 

given a stronger role in conducting equality reviews and preparing equality action 

plans. Businesses failing to implement the provisions of an equality action plan can 

be issued with a substantive notice to be enforced by the courts if necessary. To date 

the Authority has taken the approach of voluntary compliance. 

 

 Perhaps the most important change (together with the extended grounds of 

discrimination) is the legal definition of sexual harassment and harassment contained 

in Irish law for the first time under this new Act. Employers may be liable for their 

own discriminatory conduct but are also liable for harassment to employees 

perpetrated in the course of their employment for example sexual harassment of 

employees by customers, clients or business contacts. Sexual harassment is defined so 

as to include acts of physical intimacy, requests for sexual favours, unwelcome acts 

including words, pictures or gestures. 
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 Positive action measures designed to remove existing inequalities and promote equal 

opportunities between women and men, persons with a disability, persons over the 

age of 50 and members of the traveller community are provided for under the Act.  

 

 The comparator for the purposes of equal pay claims while still restricted has been 

made broader and more flexible in that it may be in the 'same' or 'associated' 

employment as the complainant. 

 

 The Act includes definitions of indirect discrimination on gender grounds bringing 

Irish law in line with decisions of the European Court of justice. 

 

 Definition of pay does not specifically include pension rights. 

 

 The Act is applied to the defence forces for the first time. 

 
In 2000 an important and significant breakthrough in Irish equality law took place. A new 

piece of legislation, the Equal Status Act 2000 was introduced which extended the 

protection against discrimination to the provision of services. This legislation covers the 

same nine grounds of discrimination specified in employment legislation, including 

gender. By outlawing discrimination in service provision and by covering specified 

minorities as well as sex discrimination, this aspect of the Irish equality framework 

encompasses social and economic activity not covered by EU Directives. There are 

restrictions to this legislation however, including important exceptions to its provisions. 

For example, equal status legislation covering service provision exempts educational 

establishments from complying with anti-discrimination provisions where issues of 

'religious ethos' arise. 

 

Irish equality legislation now covers nine grounds of discrimination using the legislative 

approach to gender equality in employment and applying it to specific minorities 

vulnerable to discrimination, such as people with disabilities, racial minorities, lesbians 

and gay men and others. The enactment of this legislation, in protecting against 

discrimination in pay and working conditions as well as service provision, for each of the 

nine specified grounds puts Irish equality law significantly in advance of that covered by 

EU directives. 

 

Another indication of progress towards equality is the provision of an equality 

infrastructure which can facilitate and enable gender discrimination to be addressed and 

equality policies to be enhanced and implemented. Together with the introduction of new 

equality legislation, the five year period from 1998 has also seen the strengthening of the 

equality infrastructure in Ireland. The Equality Authority established under the 1998 

Employment Equality Act has increased resources, a greater range of activities, a stronger 

and more proactive role as well as a higher public profile than the Employment Equality 

Agency which preceded it. It is however also responsible for nine different areas of 

discrimination of which gender is only one. Alongside the Equality Authority, new 

equality units have been established in specific government departments, the Department 

of Justice Equality and Law Reform and the Department of Education and Science. The 
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Department of Justice Equality and Law Reform has overall central government 

departmental responsibility for equality, established in the 1990s following the 

dissolution of the Ministry for Women's Affairs which was in place during the 1980s. 

Other important initiatives include the establishment of an Equal Opportunities 

Monitoring Committee in relation to the implementation of the National Development 

Plan (NDP) 2000-2006. Parallel to the adoption of the NDP, Gender Impact Assessment 

Guidelines have been adopted by Cabinet in 2001 which must be applied to the large 

majority of policy initiatives under the Plan. This range of initiatives represent a broader 

based commitment within the legal and institutional system towards gender equality and 

equality generally. It is not yet evident however, whether these changes are resulting in 

greater equality of opportunity in practice. The definite lack of gender equality in the core 

decision-making systems and the weaknesses of systems of enforcement combine to limit 

the effectiveness of such changes. (Barry 2001) 

 

While the majority of recent equality law cases take place under the new equality 

legislation, there are still cases arising which date back to earlier equal pay and anti-

discrimination legislation. In the most recent major equal pay case settled in May 2003, 

over 5000 mainly women civil servants received 34 ml euros from a claim dating back 

twelve years. Most claimants will receive about 6,000 euros each in what the Civil and 

public Service union describe as "the biggest equal pay claim conceded in Europe". This 

claim was based on the fact that up until the late 1990s paperkeepers, most of whom were 

men were paid around IR£50 more per week than clerical assistants, most of whom were 

women, for doing similar work. Both grades were in fact amalgamated into the clerical 

officer grade in 1997. This huge pay gap arose from the practice in the Civil Service of 

paying married men 20% more than other staff until the 1970s when equal pay legislation 

was introduced and the marriage bar was lifted. The successful outcome of this case 

provides a clear example of how significant equal pay legislation can be where the strict 

criteria of the legislation are fulfilled and how important EU directives have been in the 

Irish context. However, without substantial changes in current equal pay legislation then, 

it is unlikely that it will contribute to a significant narrowing of the gender wage gap over 

the coming years. 

 
New cases under current equality legislation are documented annually by the Equality 

Authority. Reports from the Equality Authority established under the 1998 Employment 

Equality Act reveal that gender equality cases, including equal pay cases, dominate the 

equality cases they handle. The Equality Authority Annual Report for 2004 records 370 

case files under the Employment Equality Act during that year. Cases of race 

discrimination accounted for the largest portion 32%, followed by gender discrimination 

accounting for 24%, disability discrimination at 16% and age discrimination at 11%. 

Reviewing the cumulative total of Casework Activity under the 1998 Act, the Authority 

records that one-third concerned gender discrimination emerging as the single biggest 

category, followed by race discrimination, disability and age. Dismissal, working 

conditions and sexual harassment were the three most frequent reasons for these cases. 
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3.2. Firm level 

 
There is no specific research in relation to firm level initiatives on the gender pay gap in 

Ireland. Equality Audits and Equality Reviews promoted and facilitated by the Equality 

Authority have been carried out with a number of organisations in both the public and the 

private sector. All public sector agencies are obliged to produce an Equal Opportunities 

Policy Statement and in the civil service Annual Reports on Equality of Opportunity are 

conducted, research on specific issues have been commissioned and equality measures 

have been introduced, particularly in relation to promotion. Equality Officers are a 

common feature of many large organisations, for example the Electricity Supply Board, 

the Post Office and private banking organisations. 

 

3.2.1 Trends in pay systems 

 
There is no research in Ireland on pay for performance, the use of job evaluation systems 

or on non-monetary benefits from employment. Under the Benchmarking process in the 

public sector there was an agreement that increases awarded under the process would be 

linked to productivity increases. There has been much criticism that in practice  

productivity levels were not monitored and evaluated. A more detailed discussion of 

wage setting and pay systems in presented in section 3.1.1 above. 

 

3.3 Summary and conclusions 

 
Equality legislation and minimum wage legislation have played an important role in 

relation to women's pay and the gender pay gap in Ireland. However, research indicates 

that the nature of the legislation, and the systems of enforcement, have meant that only a 

minority of women workers have positively benefited. Systems of wage setting are both 

centralised and voluntary in Ireland and largely operate on traditional lines, reinforcing 

existing relativities between different groups of workers. A new national wage agreement 

is currently being negotiated in which the issues of enforcement of the minimum wage, 

registered wage agreements and statutory employment conditions are central. The driving 

force behind this is a focus, by the trade unions, on increasing evidence of some 

employers breaching basic conditions in the employment of migrant workers and a 

concern with preventing a deterioration in wage levels and employment standards. While 

the issue of the gender pay gap has received some attention, it will not be central to the 

future agreement. However, because of women's position within the employment system, 

protection of low paid and vulnerable workers should prove beneficial. 

 

4 National Studies on gender pay gap 
 

The ESRI  Report ‘How Unequal’ (Barrett et al 2000) is the key national study to analyse 

the adjusted and unadjusted gender pay gap in Ireland. The main conclusion of this study 

was that a significant part (9%) of the gender wage gap is attributable to differences in 

the length of work experience and absences from the labour market between women and 

men.  The Report further concluded that its 1997 data revealed a 5% aspect of the gender 
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wage gap which could not be attributed to different labour force characteristics i.e. by 

controlling for the effect of educational attainment and work experience. The Report also 

highlighted that men are more likely than women to benefit from a range of non-pay 

elements of remuneration or 'fringe benefits' attached to employment, such as pensions, 

subsidised health schemes, housing benefits or leisure facilities, elements which can in 

practice amount to a wider gender wage gap than is evident from the directly quantified 

data. A key question posed in this Report was the need to understand why the fall off in 

the measured 'discrimination index' between 1987 and 1997 was not being paralleled by a 

similar reduction in the gender wage gap. A significant factor identified was the way in 

which women workers had become increasingly crowded into low paid employment 

resulting in an entrenched gender wage gap. 

 

" Why, if the 'discrimination index' was falling by about ten percentage points, did the 

observed gender gap not fall by the same amount ? In part, this reflects changes in 

labour market structure over the period, with a substantial increase in overall wage 

inequality. As women have tended to be over-represented among the low paid, the shift in 

the wage structure towards greater vertical inequality has worked to women's 

disadvantage. Despite this women's wages have progressed relative to men's but this gain 

has been achieved while women were 'swimming against the tide' in terms of the increase 

in overall wage inequality. "  (Barrett et al 2000)  
 
The main policy recommendations put forward in the ESRI Report (Barrett et al 2000) 

covered a number of different themes. Provision of comprehensive childcare services 

taking into account the interests of children and different individual choices in relation to 

labour force participation was identified as the key to equality of opportunity on the 

labour market. A strengthened legislative framework for equality, regulation of low pay 

through the minimum wage system, reviewed systems of wage bargaining between the 

social partners, enhanced entitlement to leave and specific measures for those returning to 

work after a period of full-time work in the home were other policy areas highlighted in 

this Report. In addition, the importance of family friendly policies in the workplace and 

of measures to address vertical gender segregation on the labour market were 

emphasised.  

 

Russell and Gannon (2002) draw similar conclusions using updated Living in Ireland 

Survey data.  

 

" The study found that a significant part of average wage gap was due to differences in 

years of experience and years out of the labour market. The current findings show that 

years of work experience and years out of the labour market remain an important 

influence on the gender pay gap in Ireland. This suggests that policies under the 

employment strategy to 'reconcile family and working life' are likely to be important in 

reducing the gender wage gap. Policies such as parental leave schemes, maternity leave, 

childcare provision, are likely to increase continuity in women's working lives and 

therefore reduce the gap due to time out of the labour market. Similarly, efforts to assist 

the reintegration of those who have been working full-time in the home are likely to have 

an impact on this element of the wage gap. "    Russell and Gannon 2002.  
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They made the point that despite the fact that women's labour force participation rate rose 

substantially in Ireland over the period 1997 to 2000, the gender wage gap only 

marginally changed, resulting in a narrowing of the gap by less than half a per cent. The 

specific labour market characteristics of the women who have entered or rejoined the 

labour market over recent years is considered as a possible reason why the wage gap has 

remained scarcely unaltered. Women and men with fewer years work experience and 

longer periods of absence from paid employment have accounted for a substantial 

proportion of those reentering employment, resulting in a wider gender gap in the number 

of years out of employment (from 4.7 to 6.2 years) and a slightly narrower gap in years of 

work experience (from 5.7 to 5.1 years).  

 

"These changes may have had a dampening effect on any reduction in the wage gap, a 

further indicator of this is the observation that the gender pay gap has widened among 

those with under five years experience which would include labour market entrants." 

Russell and Gannon 2002. 

 

Some new policy changes which have taken place over the last few years and which are 

considered to have a potentially positive impact on the narrowing of the gender pay gap 

were considered in the conclusion to this Report. The introduction of parental leave is 

thought to be of limited benefit due to the fact that it is unpaid and likely to be restricted 

mainly to higher income households. Increased paid maternity leave entitlement (from 

fourteen to eighteen weeks and currently to 22 weeks) as well as significant additional 

funding allocation to childcare provision under the National Development Plan (NDP) 

were both viewed as likely to benefit women's earnings relative to men's over future 

years when their contribution to women's continuity on the labour market will likely be 

realised. The impact of new enhanced equality legislation is difficult to assess they 

commented, while pointing out that the lack of reference to job evaluation and 

classification systems within this legislation is likely to mean that in practice it will have 

limited impact. Occupational segregation is another factor considered by Russell and 

Gannon and they conclude that Ireland's high level of persistent occupational and sectoral 

segregation may enhance the gender pay gap and limit the impact of equality legislation. 

Looking at the National Minimum Wage they comment that because of the level at which 

it was introduced and issues concerning its enforceability, its impact on the gender wage 

gap had so far been marginal. 

 

Barrett et al (2000) focused on the need for a systematic system of monitoring and 

enforcement of equal opportunities encompassing comprehensive statistics based on a 

large regular household survey covering detailed labour market information including 

earnings and hours of work. National data should be accompanied, they argued, by 

sectoral data based on a common reporting system, firm level data covering recruitment, 

promotion and work organisation under the direction of the Equality Authority and case 

study monitoring under the Office of Equality Investigations. Following these 

conclusions some important initiatives in relation to data collection have taken place. 

Studies of the gender pay gap at sectoral level was carried out in 2002, of the gender pay 
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gap among recent graduates in 2005 and a first Structure of Earnings Survey was also 

carried out in 2005. 

 

The 'Study of the Gender Pay Gap at Sectoral Level in Ireland' carried out by Indecon 

Consultants in 2002 for the Consultative Group on Male/Female Wage Differentials 

reviewed three private sectors (retail, food and IT, electrical and electronics) and one 

public sector (local government). In each of the sectors reviewed a significant gender pay 

gap was identified linked in particular to the vertical segregation on gender lines with 

women under-represented in higher jobs and grades and the prevalence of part-time 

working among women workers. Bother private and public sectors revealed similar 

patterns. Its analysis of the retail sector highlights the high rate of growth within this 

female-dominated sector together with a high rate of staff turnover, a high level of part-

time working and a significant percentage of women lone parents (17% of all women). 

35% of males compared to 59% of females were found to earn less than EURO 18,000 

p.a. in a sector in which low pay is prevalent and 'a substantially lower proportion of 

females are in managerial/administrative positions'. Evidence also emerged of a widening 

of the gender pay gap in retailing over the last few years, possible linked to the growth of 

low paid employment within the sector drawing on women's labour, young people and 

immigrant workers.  

 

In a parallel analysis of the public local government sector, 52% of female employees 

compared to 35% of male employees were shown to earn under EURO 30,000 p.a. in a 

sector in which only 3% of County/City managers and 5.6% of Assistant County/City 

managers are women. The fast growing IT, electrical and electronic sector, which 

includes a large proportion of foreign-owned and, as the Report points out, non-unionised 

companies, revealed average hourly earnings among women workers at between 11-28% 

below those of men workers. In this male-dominated sector a similar pattern of vertical 

segregation was identified as well as a high level of part-time working among its, mainly 

young, female workforce. A gender pay gap of 20% emerged from the analysis of the 

strongly male-dominated food sector, and while the proportion of women in the middle 

and higher job categories was seen to have increased, the gap continues to be significant. 

Recommendations to address the gender pay gap at sectoral level presented in this study 

emphasise the importance of equality reviews and gender audits, specific progammes to 

encourage women into senior management, improved access to family friendly and 

flexible working arrangements and programmes to reintegrate women following periods 

of absence. 

 

The most recent study in Ireland of the gender pay gap focused on recent graduates 

analysing the gender distribution of both pay and other rewards 'Degrees of Equality: 

gender pay differentials among recent graduates' by Helen Russell, Emer Smyth and 

Philip J. O' Connell 2005. By focusing on recent graduates, this study allowed for an 

analysis of the gender pay gap among employees with similar educational qualifications 

and among whom care responsibilities would not be a significant factor. In their findings 

it emerged that while the hourly wage level among women and men graduates three years 

after graduation was the same (compared to a 15% gender wage gap in the wider society), 

a significant gap of 8.2% was evident in the private sector where the majority of 



29 

 

graduates were based (74% of male graduates and 59% of female graduates). Male and 

female graduates in the public sector were seen to be on the same hourly pay rates, rates 

significantly higher than those in the private sector and the study concludes that 'the over-

representation of female graduates in the public sector counteracts their disadvantage in 

the private sector, leading to equality in the economy-wide hourly wage' (Russell et al 

2005).  

 

Turning to weekly wage levels, a gender pay gap of 11% was revealed in both the private 

and public sectors among recent graduates, not because of part-time working but due to 

the lower number of hours worked by women full-timers. In a further insight into the 

gender pay gap in practice this study showed that 42% of male recent graduate employees 

received bonuses compared to 32% of women, and that bonuses to men were valued at 

around 25% higher than those to women. While such bonuses were mainly in the private 

sector, better access to occupational pensions among male than female recent graduates 

was evident in the public sector. The study concludes that 1% can be added to the gender 

pay gap to take into account these differences. Gender inequalities also emerged in 

relation to training and promotional opportunities particularly in the private sector. 

Addressing the gender pay gap among recent graduates necessitates a focus on the 

systems (including at second level schooling) which channel women and men into 

specific job areas as well as the attitudes and practices of managers and work 

organisations. The importance of the 'formalised and transparent' employment practices 

in relation to pay scales, recruitment and promotion in the public sector are highlighted. 

In addition the Report emphasises the importance of monitoring bonus systems and 

training programmes from a gender equality perspective (Russell et al 2005). 

 

5. Policy initiatives and best practices 

 
The key national forum within which the gender pay gap has begun to be addressed in 

Ireland in recent years is the National Agreement process which involves both the 

traditional social partners (trade unions, employers organisations, farmers organisations 

and representatives of government departments) and the new social partners 

(representatives of community and voluntary sectors including women, unemployed, 

disabled and others). Following the Research Report produced by the ESRI a 

Consultative Group was established and was given the responsibility to address the issues 

raised by the research and to report to government by the end of 2002. This Group also 

oversaw sectoral studies covering information technology (IT), electrical and electronic, 

retail, food and local government being carried out in partnership with Finland, Sweden 

and Northern Ireland funded under the EU Gender Equality Programme 2001-5. 

 

The main output from the Consultative Group has been research, data collection and 

analysis, important given the lack of research and data in the past. This has ensured that 

more information, understanding and awareness of the gender pay gap is developing in 

Ireland but it has yet to be translated in to a programme of action or to a set of specific 

policy initiative. Most of the debate around pay in Ireland focuses on pay issues in 

specific job and occupational categories, such as low paid professional (nurses and 

teachers), low paid jobs in private services such as retailing, tourism, hotel and catering 
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or low paid public sector jobs such as clerical workers. While these are all female 

dominated areas of employment, the gender dimension rarely enters the debate. Setting of 

pay increases through the system of national centralised bargaining means that the 

political system is strongly focused on achieving three year agreements with the social 

partners in order to establish stable industrial relations. Pressures on this system have 

been mounting over the last two years following a period of sustained economic growth, 

together with rising inflation rates and deepening wage inequality. Discontent among 

public sector workers has seen a series of yet unresolved disputes in the health and 

education sectors as well as among other public sector workers. 

 

Ireland has a significant gender pay gap and the recommendations of the Consultative 

Group in Male/Female Wage Differentials based on their research and consultation are 

strong and clear covering the need for additional investment in childcare, the introduction 

of paid parental leave, enforcement of an adequate minimum wage and tax reform 

favouring the low paid and married women in employment. However, while each of these 

recommendations is detailed, there is no strategy put forward for their implementation by 

the group or in the government's employment and national reform programmes.  

 

Some specific initiatives have also been taken that have definite gender equality 

objectives. Under the Equality for Women Initiative, funded by the Department of 

Justice, Equality and Law Reform, a number of projects focusing on gender equality on 

the labour market and the gender pay gap have been funded, under a budget of 29 million 

euros.  Two examples of 'best practice' initiatives in relation to the gender pay gap have 

taken place under this programme  

 

- The largest project is the Gender and Pay Project of the Irish Congress of 

Trade Unions, under which the trade union congress is being funded to carry 

out activities addressing the gender pay gap under a number of themes, 

including awareness of the gender pay gap, job evaluation skills and 

resources, training of trade union officials and vocational training. This 

involved the development of a toolkit by the Irish Congress of Trade Unions 

to support managers, officials and activists to address the gender pay gap. 

- A second project involves an audit of factors influencing promotion for 

women in Radio Telefis Eireann (national broadcasting authority)  

 

To a large extent these are pilot once-off projects which in order to have longer term 

impact will need to have their findings and outcomes applied on a wider scale to ensure 

effectiveness.  

 

Specific national representative organisations have been involved in debate and policy 

development in relation to low pay, equal pay and the gender pay gap. The active use of 

equality legislation by specific trade union organisations to enhance the position of 

different groups of workers using this legislation has resulted in the material 

improvement of the earnings and employment conditions of significant numbers of 

women workers. A key element of ICTU policy at present is to achieve legislative change 

to allow 'class actions' to be taken under equality legislation. In addition, ICTU are 
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looking for a higher level minimum wage and more resources towards the provision of 

childcare services.  

 

The last few years has seen an increase in research and publications analysing the gender 

pay gap, partly as a result of the emphasis placed on it under the European Employment 

Strategy. However, national policy towards the gender pay gap in Ireland has only 

recently begun to develop. At this stage, it is at the point of data collection and analysis 

and is unlikely to result in significant policy change in the short or medium term. Broader 

debate and policy development on pay levels and pay structures take place without any 

focus on the gender pay gap. There has been some emphasis on low pay and policy 

measures to address low pay are important to women workers who are the majority of the 

low paid. Centralised bargaining systems (involving government, trade unions and 

employers) however continue to operate without any policy towards the gender pay gap. 

Recent reviews of private and public sector pay levels paid no attention to the gender pay 

gap. The gender pay gap is both wide and persistent in Ireland. The lack of a systematic, 

comprehensive policy approach is likely to mean that it will remain that way.  

 

 

6 Summary and conclusions 

 
Factors influencing the gender pay gap in Ireland, as elsewhere, are complex. The 

historical discrimination and disadvantage experienced by women on the labour market 

due to their primary caring role in Irish society is central. Women's discontinuous or 

interrupted labour market experience means that women are disadvantaged in 

occupational hierarchies across the economy. But research also indicates that the gender 

pay gap is already significant among recent graduates in private sector employment 

among whom caring responsibilities are not a factor and where qualifications and 

experience are equivalent. High levels of both sectoral and occupational segregation 

within the Irish economy result in a crowding of women into a small number of 

occupational groups, jobs and economic sectors. Low pay is prevalent in those areas of 

the economy where women are concentrated. As well as constituting the majority of the 

low paid, women are also the large majority of part-time workers, who are at high risk of 

being low paid. Pay systems and systems of pay bargaining have not addressed the issue 

of gender discrimination and structural disadvantage in relation to the way in which job 

classification, job evaluation and pay structures operate. 
 
With increasing numbers of women (including women with children and women in the 

middle and older age groups) developing stronger, more continuous attachment to the 

labour force there is likely to be some positive impact towards a closing of the gender 

wage gap. However, countervailing influences resulting from deepening wage inequality 

and the crowding of increasing proportions of women into the lowest paid job areas are 

likely to ensure that the gender wage gap will continue to be extremely significant and 

persistent in Ireland. 
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