
 

 
Gender pay gap reporting: what comes 
next? 
 
 
Gender pay regulation is an unambiguous warning that businesses need to 
step up, but on an issue where ministers admit there is no ‘silver bullet’, what 
is next for the government’s equality and diversity agenda, and how can 
businesses get on the front foot? 
 
 
 
 
Last week, the deadline passed for companies in the 
UK with over 250 employees to publish data on the gap 
in average hourly and bonus pay between women and 
men. Of the 10,257 firms that have submitted data so 
far, nearly a third have a larger median gender pay gap 
than the national average of 18.4%.  
 
Writing in The Telegraph on the day of the reporting 
deadline, Prime Minister Theresa May harked backed 
to her first speech on the steps of 10 Downing Street in 
July 2016, where she promised to tackle the “burning 
injustices” of a society where “if you’re a woman, you 
will earn less than a man”. 
 
21 months later, the introduction of mandatory gender 
pay gap reporting has gained almost unanimous 
support both domestically and on the international 
stage.  
 

A business-led approach 

The political focus on tackling inequity in pay and 
representation between women and men in the 
workplace – particularly at a senior level - is clear from 
the action of consecutive governments from 2010 to 
the present day. 
 
The gender pay gap regulations have put in place the 
transparency and accountability mechanisms by which 
employees, shareholders and government of the day  
 

 
 
 
will hold businesses to account. However, it is one part 
of a much broader conversation currently underway 
between government and industry on addressing long  
entrenched pay inequity and cultural bias within UK 
businesses. 
 

 
Since establishing the Women’s Business Council in 
2012 during her time as Minister for Women and 
Equalities, Theresa May has been firm in her belief that 
a business-led approach is the only sustainable way of 
enacting long-term change.  
 
Deciding against the quota approach of many of the 
UK’s European cousins – Norway, Iceland, France, 
Spain and Germany all have statutory quotas on the 
percentage of company board places to be filled by 
women – the approach from the UK has been to take a 
step back, and allow business leaders to take charge 
and instil best practice both within their individual 
industries, and across the UK’s business community. 
 

“The FTSE 350, and the rest of the 
business community, have been given 
until 2020 to demonstrate significant 
voluntary progress or risk another 
political intervention.” 



The 2010 Davies Review led by Lord Mervyn Davies, a 
former banker with over 30 years’ experience at the 
top of the financial services industry, outlined the first 
voluntary, business-led approach to increase 
representation on FTSE 100 boards to at least 25% by 
2015. In 2015, the number stood at 26.1%. 
 
The latest business-led intervention is the annual 
Hampton-Alexander Review led by Sir Philip Hampton, 
the Chairman of GlaxoSmithKline and former Chairman 
of RBS, and the late Dame Helen Alexander, the first 
female President of the CBI. The Review shifts the 
goalposts and challenges the FTSE 350 to meet the 
target of 33% female representation at Board level by 
2020, with an equivalent target for female 
representation in FTSE 100 and 250 leadership teams.  
 
As of November 2017, female representation in the 
FTSE 100 stands at 27.7% at Board level, and 25.2% in 
leadership teams. For the FTSE 250, the numbers stand 
at 24.5% and 24% respectively. Progress is slow, with 
the percentage of women on boards increasing just 
0.1% in the last year. The percentage increase of 
women in leadership teams was nominally better at 
1.1%.  
 
Why are these figures important? Because the 
Government is watching incredibly closely, as the 
Minister for Women Victoria Atkins MP stated in a 
recent Treasury Committee evidence session. The FTSE 
350, and the rest of the business community, have 
been given until 2020 to demonstrate significant 
voluntary progress or risk another political 
intervention. 
 

Leading by example 

The Government’s business-led approach is paying 
dividends for those companies that are willing to 
become the trailblazers for equality and diversity 
within their industry. 
 
An early example of this is the work led by the Chief 
Executive of Virgin Money, Jayne-Anne Gadhia, on 
female representation within the financial services 
sector. Her July 2016 report led to the creation of the 
Women in Finance Charter, a voluntary initiative led by 
HM Treasury that holds firms within the sector 
accountable against internally set targets for female 
representation in senior management. 
 

To date, the Women in Finance Charter has 205 
signatories from businesses of all sizes and shapes 
across the financial services industry. In terms of the 
leading financial institutions operating within the UK, 
the Charter has almost universal support. 
 
It has quickly become an industry standard, a sign that 
a business recognises the challenges faced by women 
in the company and within the financial services sector 
more broadly, and is committed to change. 
 
Demonstrable change takes time, and it is too early to 
say whether the Women in Finance Charter approach 
has changed the way firms recruit, progress and retain 
senior women. That being said, the Government is 
already being challenged to set up charters for other 
industries that, like financial services, suffer from 
significant gender imbalance in terms of both pay and 
representation. 

 
The Government is standing by its position that 
businesses themselves must lead the charge. In the 
same evidence session with the Treasury Committee, 
the Minister for Women Victoria Atkins MP backed the 
idea that the Women in Finance Charter was an 
industry-led solution to a self-identified problem. She 
passed the baton back to industry, arguing that 
sustainable long-term solutions must be owned and 
driven by the trailblazers that work within it.  
 
For now at least, Theresa May’s Government sees itself 
as the enabler of change. Policies such as the 
introduction of shared parental leave, bolstering 
flexible working entitlements, introducing 
transparency and accountability through mandatory 
gender pay gap reporting demonstrate the 
Government’s approach to empowering individuals 
and businesses with the tools they need to make a 
long-term sustainable, cultural change.  
 

Labour’s approach 

How would a future Labour Government under Jeremy 
Corbyn approach the challenge of female 

 
“Sustainable, long-term change within 
an industry must be owned and driven 
by the trailblazers that work within it.” 
 



representation and pay inequity in business? Perhaps 
unsurprisingly given his approach to business in 
general, Corbyn and his Shadow Women and Equalities 
Minister Dawn Butler back a far more interventionist 
approach. 
 
The party is planning to publicly consult on a plan that 
would require firms to prove they are taking action to 
close their gender pay gap. Firms that fail to close the 
gap, or that fail to outline a comprehensive strategy for 
doing so, would risk a government fine and may be 
banned from accessing public sector contracts. 
 
A process of mandatory certification would be 
imposed for firms with over 250 employees, granted by 
the government every two years upon presentation of 
a comprehensive action plan to tackle internal gender 
pay differences. 
 
Employers that fail to obtain this certification would 
face further auditing and eventually fines. Labour has 
likened their plan to Iceland’s approach, where 
employers are fined £355 a day if they do not submit 
their data or adequate plans to close the gap. 
 
However, for many parliamentarians, the pace  
of change remains too slow. At a recent industry event 
on women in finance, former Shadow Treasury 
Minister and member of the Commons Treasury 
Committee Alison McGovern MP accused the 
Government of dragging its feet on introducing a 
mandatory requirement for companies to have at least 
one woman at Board level. At the same event the SNP 
spokesperson on the economy, Kirsty Blackman MP, 
advocated for the introduction of targets for the 
reduction of the gender pay gap. 
 
With the accountability mechanisms of the gender pay 
gap requirements firmly in place, parliamentary select 
committees and others have been empowered to take 
matters into their own hands. 
 
The Treasury Committee’s ongoing inquiry into women 
in finance is proactively challenging the financial 
services firms that have not yet signed up to the 
Women in Finance Charter, demanding they publicly 
explain their justification for not doing so.  
 
Another example is the #PayMeToo campaign, set up 
by a cross-party group of MPs led by Labour’s Stella 
Creasy. The online and social media campaign gives 
practical advice to women on how to talk about the 
gender pay gap at work, as well as encouraging women 

to share their experiences with MPs ahead of 
parliamentary debates.  
 

A watershed moment? 

The introduction of gender pay gap reporting has been 
described as a watershed moment for women in the 
workplace.  
 
Now the April 2018 deadline has passed, firms have 
been given a grace period to prove that, by April 2019 
and beyond, they are enacting demonstrable change 
within their businesses. 
 
For companies that wish to become the trailblazers of 
their industry, the door is wide open. Theresa May’s 
Government is calling on business leaders to enact 
change across their industry, and will support and 
champion those that do. For those companies, the 
reputational benefits both publicly and within 
government are likely to be significant.  
 
That being said, introducing accountability through 
gender pay gap reporting is just the first step on the 
road. Businesses are right to focus on how 
demonstrable change in gender pay can be delivered 
by this time next year, however at Board level one eye 
must be kept on the bigger picture.  
 
It is only by demonstrating a real willingness to change 
for the long-term, both individually and as an industry, 
that the business community can mitigate the chances 
of further legislative action being taken by a 
Conservative or future Labour Government.  
 
Meeting Hampton-Alexander’s target for 33% female 
representation on boards by 2020 is a fundamental 
first step to achieving this. Looking further ahead, 
businesses that seek to address the underlying culture 
within their firm and industry are the ones that will 
remain on the front foot. 
 
For now, businesses have the power to choose their 
approach for themselves. If there is no sign of progress 
in two or five years, they may not be so fortunate.
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