
1 
 

 
A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 

 

Will requiring large firms to publish pay data end the gender pay gap in a 
generation? 

“In 2015 three pay gap surveys carried out across the UK PR industry found that at 
every level men are paid more than women in equivalent positions".  Mary Whenman, 
President, Women in PR, reported this fact when proposing the motion ‘Requiring 
large firms to publish pay data will end the gender pay gap in a generation’.  She was 
speaking at the Debating Group debate on 25 January 2016. The debate was sponsored 
by The Chartered Institute of Public Relations and chaired by David Hanger, 
Chairman of the Debating Group. 

Mary Whenman believes the gender gap will close in the next twenty years. The results of the pay gap 
surveys show the pay gap trend intensifies the higher up the industry you go. The CIPR State of the 
Profession survey found the mean salary for a male PR practitioner is £56,840, dropping to £44,450 
for females – meaning the average PR salary for men is a worrying 28% higher than for women. 

The 2015 research, published in February, highlighted that a clear pay inequality gap of  
£8,483 exists in favour of men, a figure that cannot be explained by any other factor such as length of 
service, seniority, parenthood or a higher prevalence of part-time work amongst women. 

In response to Prime Minister David Cameron’s announcement in July 2015 that he wants to close the 
gender pay gap within a generation, Women in PR, in partnership with PR Week, undertook a gender 
pay consultation last August within the UK PR industry. More than 550 people, including 80 agency 
heads completed the survey. In the survey, one agency head said “gender pay should take account of 
hours worked; it’s well-known that men work more hours in a career than women”. Despite these 
dinosaur attitudes, the proposers of the motion are confident that the gender pay gap will close in a 
generation by 2036. Mary Whenman presented six reasons for this belief: 

1. Threshold.  At the moment the threshold for publication is 250+ employees.  The proposers 
believe that legislation will increase over the next 20 years and the threshold will reduce and 
be applied to an increasing number of companies. We have seen this in other aspects of our 
lives where legislation affects behaviour change e.g. smoking bans which occurred within a 
generation. Many companies and industries will adopt a voluntary threshold and there is 
strong evidence for this in the PR industry. The last PR Census in 2013 shows that 62,000 
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people work in the UK PR industry and 90% for agencies of less than 20  employees. Only 
six of the PR Week Top 150 agencies employ 250+ employees. Last year’s Women in PR and 
PR Week #prpaygap survey results showed a groundswell of support for voluntary reporting 
of gender pay discrepancies by agencies of all sizes, together with a pledge by industry 
leaders to tackle the issue head on. 
 
Some of the key findings were: 
More than 80% of those surveyed either agreed or strongly agreed that publication of gender 
pay information will encourage employers to take positive action on the issue, indicating 
strong support for the industry to take the lead on this issue. 
More than 70% of agency heads agreed that publishing gender pay data is essential for 
change. 
68% of agency heads and nearly 79% of all those surveyed thought the UK PR industry 
should voluntarily adopt a lower limit than 250 people, 52% thought there should be no 
threshold at all, and 21% believed there should be a threshold of 50+ employees. 
 

2. Nurturing the female pipeline. As we nurture the female pipeline, we shall see the number of 
women who sit on boards in the PR industry increase. These women will close the gender pay 
gap. Currently, according to the last PR Census in 2013, 37% of the UK PR industry is male 
and 63% female. Despite this 29% of men working in PR are directors vs. 13% of women. 
The industry is operating a number of mentoring programmes, most notably the PR Week 
Mentoring Scheme, which is run in conjunction with Women in PR. 12 mid-career women 
are paired with 12 senior women. The aim of the scheme is to prevent the drain of mid-career 
women from the industry and to support them in becoming directors. As the number of 
women who reach the board increases, these women will be in a more influential position to 
effect change and close the gender pay gap. 
 

3. Successful companies are already doing it. Successful companies such as PwC, Deloitte and 
EY are already publishing their gender pay data (and the world has not fallen in). They are 
using the facts to drive better business and to close the gender pay gap and gain competitive 
advantage. 
 

4. The millennial factor. Two issues which motivate millennials are social responsibility and 
transparency. They are also motivated by the gender pay gap as 70% of respondents who 
completed the #prpaygap survey are millennials, 25% are GenX and 4% are baby boomers. 
According to one respondent, “Transparency is key to trust and knowing who is good and 
who isn’t will make choosing where to work a more transparent process”.  As the war for 
talent rages in the PR industry, millennials will use gender pay data when assessing potential 
employers. The millennials are growing up. Those born in the first millennial year of 1982 are 
now 34 years old and many will already be in or moving into senior positions as directors. As 
they start to run businesses and our major institutions, the attitudes of the old guard will 
disappear as they retire or move into portfolio careers. Millennials, with their attitudes 
towards greater transparency and social responsibility, will be instrumental in reducing the 
gender pay gap. 
 

5. The commercial imperative. During tenders and RFPs, agencies have to provide a myriad of 
information as part of their submissions, including sustainability policies. Mary Whenman 
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sees a time when potential clients will ask agencies, of any size, to include their gender pay 
data as part of their submission. 
 

6. Managing the PR industry’s reputation. The PR industry is all about reputation.  Public 
relations cannot be serious about being guardians of reputation if it pays women less than men 
for the same work.  

Roadmap 

Opposing the motion Sarah Pinch, CIPR Past President, Pinch Point Communications, 
commenced by stating “I am 43 years old. Three years before I was born, the Equal Pay Act was 
introduced. It should be an embarrassment to British business that we are holding this debate, 47 years 
after it was enshrined in law in this very House, that women should be paid the same as men for doing 
the same job. In fact, whilst the gender pay gap is at its lowest, if the gap continues to close at the 
same rate as it has since 1997, it will take until 2053 to achieve pay parity. I shall be 80”. 

Sarah Pinch went on to argue that it is too little and too late for the Government, to ask organisations 
with over 250 employees to publish their gender pay data. The government must look at the barriers 
that face girls and women at every step – at school, at college, at work and in society at large. Women 
should be paid the same because it’s the right thing to do. She focused on the contribution pay parity 
can bring to business success as well as some of the additional barriers that face women in their 
careers. 

Whilst female CEOS are on the increase, there are far too few. There are more women on the board, 
but not enough. Whilst the burden of childcare still falls largely on women, many women feel trapped. 
And the increasing ageing population will only increase the responsibility of caring for women. 

Childcare costs are up 33% since 2010. There are currently 2.4 million women in the country who 
want to work, but, for a variety of reasons, cannot.  There are 600k unfilled jobs in the UK – these are 
actual jobs that are vacant. 

Sarah Pinch argued that publishing data is not enough. The Government must outline a clear roadmap 
on speeding up the route to pay parity.  “I cannot wait until I am 80, and my own daughter, who is 15 
months old, will not wait until she is 38 to be paid the same as her male nursery friends”. 

Sarah Pinch asked how many of those unfulfilled roles could be done by women, working at home, 
flexibly around their family responsibilities. How many women are limited in their career choices by 
stereotyping from an early age? Where is the government’s initiative to get more female role models 
into schools? Why is it that prominent business woman describe being treated as royalty or aliens, 
when they return to their schools, to talk about their successes? Why is it that in 2016, a request to 
work part-time is still seen as indicative of a lack of ambition? 

Sarah Pinch cited Dame Stephanie Shirley who once employed 2,000 women, all working from home 
on coding and software design. They were working on exceptionally serious and important 
government contracts, including writing the code for the black box for Concorde. ‘Dame Steve’, when 
she set up her business in1960, needed her husband’s permission to open a bank account. She built a 
hugely successful tech business, largely run by women and made them and herself millionaires. She 
once remarked “You can tell ambitious women by the shape of their heads. They’re flat on top from 
being patted patronisingly”. 
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The government must ask businesses to make every role available to flexible working. Vodaphone 
recently rewrote every one of its job descriptions so that it can be undertaken as a job share or part-
time. 

In 2015, the year Sarah Pinch was President of CIPR, it published evidence of a £8,483 gender pay 
gap. The gender pay gap within public relations exists where two people undertake the same role, at 
the same level and the woman gets paid less. She applauds the Government for asking companies to 
publish their data on gender pay. But it is not enough to publish statistics. If companies just give an 
overall figure, not figures tier by tier, she believes they will defend their own statistics by saying 
comparisons cannot clearly be made. 

Earlier this month in the House of Lords, Baroness Wheatcroft introduced a debate about the 
contribution women have made to business. Women with significant business experience and major 
success spoke in the debate, including Baroness Brady, who cited the gender pay gap as one of the 
barriers for women getting into more senior positions in business. 

Sarah Pinch believes that if you pay women the same it is good for business. The Women’s Business 
Council has calculated that if we equalise women’s employment to that of men by 2030, we can add 
at least 10% to GDP. Closing the gender gap is good for business and for Great Britain. But merely 
publishing information is not enough. She quoted Jim Yong Kim, President of the World Bank, who 
said “gender equality does not require trade-offs; it only has benefits. And the benefits accrue to 
everyone”. Business must have a clear time and detailed approach to closing the gender pay gap, 
improving the number of women in senior positions and by so doing they will return more investment 
to their shareholders, 

Sarah Pinch cited her experience at the BBC in the 1990s, when she undertook a small exercise in 
asking her colleagues for four pieces of information: job title, gender, salary and time in the job. Two 
senior producers had a 13K pay differential: one was a man and one a woman. These two senior 
producers marched into the head of department’s office together and demanded change. Sarah Pinch 
asserted that the gender pay gap is not a problem for women, it is not a problem for her, it is a 
problem for the UK, for everyone. What is the point in asking larger organisations to publish data, 
without there being any action to follow? Publishing data, according to the Government means that 
“many employers will be encouraged to establish effective talent pipelines that help women to fulfil 
their earning potential”. However, the largest gap comes with seniority. The TUC has said that 
amongst the top 10% of earners in the UK, the gender pay gap is 45.9% and for the top 2% it is 
54.9%. 

 We must have a roadmap – that starts at the very beginning. The first step is not about equality, but 
about equity. It is not about creating a level playing field. We must explain the rules every step of the 
way. We must be clear on what is possible and what is not. We must support each other and we must 
defend each other. “Some of us will need less help; some of us will need more help”. Sarah Pinch 
quoted Madeleine Albright, “There is a special place in hell for women who will not support other 
women”. She cited the Hansard report of the debate in the House of Lords which describes the action 
of a group of high profile business women from across the House, calling for changes that are far 
deeper, far more wide-reaching than merely bringing out an excel spreadsheet with a blue line and a 
pink line for men and women’s salaries. 

Together, men and women, parents and those without their own children must all support women to 
equity, at all times.  
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“I want to be able to stand outside, or preferably inside, this House when I am 80 and raise a glass 
with my daughter to the distant memory of a gender pay gap. I do not want to be celebrating pay 
parity in 2053. It is not fair and it is not right”. 

Companies must do the right thing. For their own economic growth. And because it is morally right. 
Graphs and stats will not go anywhere near far enough. 

Equality Strategy 

Seconding the motion, Lisa Townsend, Lobbyist and former Parliamentary candidate, believes 
that with the overall gender pay gap standing at 19.2% it is right that Government action is taken to 
put an end to an antiquated and discriminatory practice that has gone on far too long and demeans not 
just women but anyone who believes in equal pay for equal work. 

It is important that we recognise how far we have come and that the trend, without Government 
intervention, has been towards pay equality. The gender gap remains virtually eliminated for women 
under the age of 40, suggesting that we are already making great progress. In the 22-29 age groups, 
women are paid on average slightly more than men. But this trend does not change the fact that for 
women over 40, the pay gap is very real and the Government is right to recognise that progress, while 
welcomed, has been too slow. The Government’s 2010 ‘Equality Strategy’ was an important step and 
rightly set out a commitment to talking to business about addressing the gap, recognising that 
Government action alone is not enough to bring about change and that it will take action from 
businesses, charities and the voluntary sector to finally end the gender pay gap. Now, with the 
requirement for large organisations to publish pay data, Government action will keep up the 
momentum towards real equality. 

Lisa Townsend believes we all have responsibility to end the gap. No one is suggesting that a single 
piece of legislation is going to do all the work. As David Cameron said in July last year, 
“transparency, skills, representation, and affordable childcare – these things can end the gender pay 
gap in a generation”. We all need to recognise the gap exists. We must not make the mistake of 
assuming that we have won the war on educating both men and women about this. 

Business has to play its part. The new legislation is not about ‘naming and shaming’, but about 
promoting best practice and businesses have to lead the way in this by demonstrating what they are 
doing about the information that will be published. Those who do not will suffer reputational damage. 

Women must mentor and support other women. We all need to speak up when we see discrimination 
happening – when it’s in our own workplace or when we think a friend or colleague is not getting a 
fair deal. Women also need to take responsibility for their own actions in this. Far too often we have 
heard from female friends that they didn’t ask for more money when negotiating with a new employer 
or didn’t ask for that pay rise – because that’s not what nice girls do. This is part of a wider culture in 
business – and politics – that we are all aware of – men are leaders, women are bossy. Women are still 
wary to admit that we are ambitious and driven and deserve a seat at the top table. 

However, Lisa Townsend maintained that we are getting there.  The FTSE 100 companies have met 
the 25% target of female board members – there are now no all male boards in the FTSE 100, a huge 
change from 2011. There are a growing number of women who are choosing to start their own 
business and there are more female directors than ever before. 
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Government action will keep up the momentum in this change of culture that is taking us towards 
equal pay but the next generation are crucial and will be the key to delivering the Government’s 
commitment. Whether we like it or not, millenials see the world differently. – through a prism of 
social media and globalisation that is both mocking and angry at what they see as an antiquated  way 
of doing everything from politics to business, to what they consider to be outdated ideas about gender 
itself. They are happy to share everything, all the time, with everyone. And this includes their salaries 
–why wouldn’t the generation who gave us Mark Zuckerberg and Kevin Systrom, who have made 
billions enticing us to document every detail of our lives, not share information about what they earn? 
They are our (not too distant) future business leaders, politicians and union reps. the very notion of 
inequality rightly offends them and the gender pay gap will be no different. 

The requirement to publish pay data is a significant step that will end the gender pay gap in a 
generation by giving businesses, employees and consumers the information they need to reform where 
necessary, hold to account where needed and make decisions about where they buy goods and 
services. 

Companies which do not change will loose out on the best brightest and best in the talent pool. There 
will be uncomfortable conversations in the workplace as women realise they are not being paid as 
much as men. There is also a risk to supply chains.  

In the end the change has to come from us all refusing to accept the old culture and this piece of 
legislation is the right intervention from a Government committed to change. 

No Pay Day 

Seconding the opposition, Stuart Bruce, Stuart Bruce Associates and CIPR Council member, 
began his presentation with a personal anecdote. 28 June 2007 was the day his daughter was born. 
Before that he cared about equality, he campaigned for equality “But I never did enough. I do more 
today, but I still don’t do enough”. On 30 October 2007 when his daughter was just a few months old, 
she did her first press conference, for the Fawcett Society’s No Pay Day, the day when symbolically 
women start working the rest of the year for no pay. She was in the newspapers and on TV with 
another baby with £188,000 of £10 notes (make-believe) to show how much more the baby boy would 
earn than the baby girl, if we don’t do more to address the gender pay gap. “Last year No Pay Day 
was 9 November, which indicates a progress of sorts”. That is why Stuart Bruce is opposing the 
motion: to see the end of No Pay Day. He does not believe that simply forcing large companies to 
publish pay data will do it. 

At the World Economic Forum in Davos, the new Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said, “We 
shouldn’t be afraid to use the word ‘feminist’.  Men and women should use it to describe themselves 
whenever they want”. Stuart Bruce declared that he is a feminist. The gender gap is not something 
that only hurts women. It sabotages society. It curtails companies. It encumbers economies. “It 
diminishes me. It diminishes men. Men don’t achieve what they do solely because of their brilliance. 
Men don’t earn what they earn because we’re worth it. We earn more because we are men. It’s a myth 
to believe we’ve got there on our own. We haven’t. We’ve benefitted from positive discrimination. 
We’ve been benefitting for years”. 

Stuart Bruce believes it’s time to redress the balance. He paid tribute to the Dagenham sewing 
machinists who walked out when, as part of a regrading exercise, they were informed that  their jobs 
were graded in Category C (less skilled production jobs), instead of Category B (more skilled 
production jobs) and they would be paid 15% less than the full B rate received by men. Partially as a 
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result of these brave women in Dagenham the Equal Pay Act was given Royal Assent on 29 May 
1970. It did not come into force until 29 December 1975. The Act only covered the same work. 

In 1975 a EU Directive was introduced that covered work of equal value. Direct action by Dagenham 
women led to real change. So it should be job done. But it isn’t. Because legislation alone won’t solve 
the problem – not in five years, not in 10 years, not in 30 years. 

Stuart Bruce argued that legislation is tough on inequality, but we need to be tough on the causes of 
inequality. We will not win this fight with dry reports. When eager young women and men leave 
school, college or university we don’t see the young men instantly earning 15% more than the 
women. That comes later. To be tough on inequality we’ve got to be tough on the reasons we are 
losing the best and the brightest. The reason that despite equal pay legislation we still don’t have 
parity is cultural. Society has largely been shaped around the needs of men. From childcare to 
housework, to caring for elderly parents, too much of the burden still falls on women. 

Despite improvements in paternity leave rights, it is still women who experience the biggest career 
break for maternity leave. At least today that’s considered by most to be normal and acceptable. How 
many men do we see taking paternity leave of a similar length? Even if they are able to do so 
financially how many of their colleagues would consider that to be acceptable or normal? If we are to 
tackle the gender pay gap we need equality in the workplace, at home and in society.  

Stuart Bruce went on to discuss attitudes. Are we all above reproach? 

The Equal Pay Act of 1970 has been repealed and incorporated into the 2010 Equality Act. The 
Government is simply enacting a section of this Act that requires large employers to publish pay data. 
But Stuart Bruce believes we need a new Equal Pay Act. Equal pay law is based on the fact that if you 
are not paid fairly you can do something about it. What we need is for there to be collective 
responsibility to do something about it. There should be an onus on companies not just to avoid 
unequal pay, but to have an action plan to eliminate it. 

Just publishing pay data is a 20th Century solution to a 21st Century problem. It is too easy for 
companies to obscure the data and come up with excuses. 

Big employers publishing pay data doesn’t even tackle the millions of people who don’t work for the 
large organisations. The sharing economy and growth of self-employment could make it easier for 
companies to conceal pay disparities and even absolve themselves of responsibility. After all, how can 
the earnings of a self-employed contractor with several sources of income be their fault? 

Publishing pay data should be part of how companies do their annual reporting. Something that can 
easily be incorporated into an integrated report that looks into the drivers of the company’s success 
rather than just its balance sheet. We need to see it in context. We need to see what is being done 
about it. Equality is just as important as sustainability. 

The CIPR definition of PR is that PR is about reputation. The result of what you do, what you say, 
and what others say about you. Stuart Bruce stressed, “It is our responsibility as PR professionals to 
help our employers and clients do the right thing. Simply publishing pay data is not doing the right 
thing. It’s a distraction if it's not coupled with real action to not just reduce the gender pay gap, but 
eliminate it”. He went on to say, “I want there to be a place in hell for men who don’t get that it’s just 
as much up to us to fix this problem”. 
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We have to fight this fight as equals. Stuart Bruce does not agree that requiring large firms to publish 
pay data will end the gender pay gap in a generation.  We have to solve the problem today. We are not 
bringing about change fast enough. He believes that only by working together, with the strength of a 
common endeavour, can we end the gender pay gap. 

Discussion from the floor 

For the motion 

• The contributor supported the motion because he believes in transparency, so that issues can 
be addressed. Nonetheless, he felt that all the evidence indicates that legislation makes no 
difference. Pay performance data has got better, but salaries are in the hands of the FTSE 100 
CEOs and this is the group we ought to focus on. Pay is constructed by a cabal whose sole 
interest is self-interest. No such structure exists in regard to the pay gaps between men and 
women. The cultural differences are a reality. Disclosure of salaries makes no difference. 

• The contributor supported the motion because of the need to support transparency. But how 
does this agenda meet different ways of working e.g. consultancies, part-time work? 

• The contributor supported the motion but was concerned about what the Government will do 
as a result of the legislation. Will it ‘name and shame?’ He was happy that the data is being 
collected and published and hoped it would bridge the gender pay gap. 
Everybody assumes that men are the breadwinners and decision makers, but this is no longer 
true. 

• The contributor believes the data should be published but this is not enough. There remains 
the burden of losing women for maternity leave. The Government needs to think of a 
framework for SMEs to help them cover this burden. 

• The contributor compared this legislation with carbon reporting requirements. When 
requirements are introduced there is reputational risk. Greater analysis of legislation risks and 
performance is required. 

• With more equality on paternity leave, the problem of maternity leave is variable. The 
contributor agreed on the publishing of data, but felt the need for more. 

Against the motion 

• Legislation tackles the condition but not the cause. Female candidates for jobs are still asked 
if they are getting married and whether they are having a baby. 

• There is a choice as to whether a woman has a child. 
• We need a culture shift in addition to legislation. Changes must be made at university. The 

pay gap widens at the top and we need female role models who will help companies to set 
best practice, not only in PR but in male-dominated industries such as shipping and 
agriculture. 

• It is a cultural problem. It will be solved by a shock, rather than legislation, e.g. the King’s 
Cross fire resulted in the smoking ban on the London Underground. 

Neither for nor against 

• Not all women come back into the workplace. How do you get women back into the 
workplace if they leave out of free will?  We must make sure women have every opportunity 
to come back to the workplace. The contributor is all in favour of publishing data, but this 
will not ensure equality. 
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Summing up 

Summing up for the opposition, Sarah Pinch clarified that the gender pay gap in the CIPR survey 
could not be explained by part-time work or maternity leave – it was to do with gender. 

She did not oppose transparency, but publishing data is not enough. She believes that companies will 
hide behind the statistics and not provide the details. Historical figures provide little comfort. Paying 
for industrial tribunals is not an issue. The issue is women’s confidence – in the system and in 
legislation. Women do not have confidence in the selection process. Nor do they have confidence in 
the future. They are afraid that if they return to work they will not be paid the same as men. 

Publishing data is not enough. Partnerships between men and women are the way forward across the 
industry. There needs to be radical change. 

There is considerable evidence to show that diversity is good for business. 

We need a road map from the Government to show how it will use the data after legislation. 

Summing up for the motion, Mary Whenman pointed out that what can be measured can be 
managed. 

You cannot make business decisions without data. The legislation for companies with 250+ 
employees is just the beginning. Other legislation will undoubtedly be introduced in the next 20 years.  

The proposers took on board the need to consider the lower threshold and also nurturing the female 
pipeline. This is critical to success. The PR Week Mentoring Scheme is an important contribution to 
this. 

Successful companies such as Deloitte are already publishing their gender pay data. If we don’t 
measure this issue we can’t do anything about it. 

The new generation are going to want to work in a different way. It makes good business sense: it’s 
about management of business reputation. 

The result 

The motion was defeated. 


