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Earnings of men and women 
in the EU: the gap narrowing 

but only slowly 
Steve Clarke 

Since 1995, average earnings of women have risen relative to those of men in 
most Member States of the Union, but the rise has been small and women's 
earnings remain on average well below those of men in all EU countries. 

According to the Statistics on the Structure of Earnings (SSE), the average 
earnings of women employed full-time in industry and services in the EU were 
only around 75% of those of men in 1995. Although there was much variation 
between countries, in only four cases - Belgium, Denmark, Luxembourg and 
Sweden - were average women's earnings more than 85% of men's and in 
no Member State over 90% (in Sweden, where it was highest, it was 88%). At 
the other extreme, in Greece and the Netherlands, they were only some 70% 
of men's and in Portugal, as low as 67%. 

These findings are confirmed by the European Community Household Panel, 
which shows a similar pay gap in 1995 for the activities covered by the SSE, 
though a narrower one for those employed in the public sector (women's 
earnings in the EU being around 86% of those of men). 

Until the next SSE for 2002 becomes available, some indication can be 
gained of developments since 1995 from the harmonised statistics on 
earnings. While these are not on precisely the same basis as the SSE and 
differ in coverage in some degree between countries, they, nevertheless, 
provide a reasonably consistent picture of changes over the period. 

Fig. 1 Women's earnings in industry and services in Member 
States, 1995 and 1998/1999 
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Earnings in industry and services 

In the period since 1995, average earnings of women 
employed in industry and services have increased 
relative to those of men in 7 of the 13 Member States 
for which data are available: Belgium, Germany, 
Greece, Spain, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the 
UK; remained much the same in 3 countries: Denmark, 
Ireland and Finland; and declined in only three: Austria 
Portugal and Sweden - in each case, by 1-2 percentage 
points (Figure 1). (For 7 of the countries, the data relate 
to the period 1995 to 1999, for 5, to 1995 to 1998 and 
for one, Denmark, to 1996 to 1999. See Methodological 
Notes for details of coverage.) 

Nevertheless, despite the increase which has occurred 
in a number of Member States, women's earnings 
remain, on average, significantly below those of men 
across the Union according to the latest data. It is still 
the case that there are only four countries in which 
women's earnings are more than 85% of men's and 
none in which they exceed 90%. Moreover, in the 
countries in which the average level was lowest in 
relation to that of men in 1995, there seems to have 
been comparatively little increase in subsequent years. 

It is evident from an analysis of the SSE data for 1995 
that part of the differential between men's and women's 
earnings, even if a relatively small part, was due to 
differences in the composition of men's and women's 
employment, in particular, to the different occupational 
structure of women's jobs relative to men's or to the 
lower average age of women in work as compared with 
men (reflecting the much lower rate of participation of 
women of 25 and over in the labour force in most 
countries). A larger part of the differential was almost 
certainly due to men holding more senior or higher level 
jobs within occupations than women, which in the SSE 
is reflected in the pay gap at the top end of the earnings 
scale being wider than lower down. The harmonised 
statistics on earnings contain no information on changes 
in this kind of factor, so that it is not possible to 
conclude anything from the data about developments in 
the rate of pay of men and women performing similar 
types of job. 

Earnings developments in industry 

Nevertheless, the harmonised statistics do provide an 
indication of changes in earnings by broad area of 
economic activity. The data, in general, show similar 
developments but also a few differences. In industry, 
there were 7 Member States in which the average 
earnings of women manual employees rose relative to 
those of men between 1995 and 1999 (or 1998 in a few 
cases) (Figure 2). These, however, were not in all cases 
the same countries in which women's earnings in 
industry and services rose (Denmark and Sweden being 
particular cases in point). There were only two countries 

Fig. 2 Women's earnings in Industry in Member States, 
1990,1995 and 1998/1999 
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- Portugal and the UK- in which women's earnings in 
industry declined perceptibly in relative terms (by more 
than 1 percentage point), while in the remaining 
Member States, they remained virtually unchanged. 

There is little evidence that the differential in earnings 
between men and women earnings has narrowed more 
since 1995 than in the years before. In all Member 
States for which comparable data exist, apart from 
Germany, Greece and Sweden, where they remained 
broadly unchanged, women's earnings increased 
relative to men's between 1990 and 1995, according to 
the harmonised earnings statistics. The rise was 
particularly marked in Ireland and the UK, where their 
relative level was below average (under 70% in 1990), 
as well as in Belgium and Luxembourg, where they 
were above. Nevertheless, in all EU countries, except 
Portugal, where they remained at much the same low 
level in relation to men's, women's earnings in industry 
increased by more than those of men over the 1990s. 

Earnings developments in services 

Much the same seems to be the case for women's 
earnings in retailing and financial services, the only 
service activities for which comparable data exist for a 
few Member States for the 1990s as a whole. Except in 
Portugal, average earnings of women non-manual 
workers increased relative to those of their male 
counterparts both between 1990 and 1995 and between 
1995 and 1999 (Table 1). In financial services, women's 
earnings also failed to rise in relation to men's in 
Portugal over the period 1990 to 1998, while in Greece, 
they seem to have fallen (though there may be 
problems of data consistency for the years after 1995, 
not shown in the table). Moreover, although the relative 
level of women's earnings rose in other Member States 
for which data are available, the rise was generally less 
than in retailing. (In both Belgium and the UK, the rise 
was only around 1 percentage point over the 8 years.) 
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Harmonised statistics are also available for two other 

service activities - hotels and restaurants (NACE H) 

and business services (NACE K) - but only for the 

period since 1995. These are activities in which the rate 

of employment growth has been relatively high over 

recent years, business services being the fastest 

growing activity of all. In contrast, industry, retailing and 

financial services have experienced comparatively little 

net job creation. 

in the graphs presented here) to 88% in Finland (and 

92% in France and Italy, also not included in the 

graphs). Only, in Luxembourg (Figure 6) and Sweden 

(Figure 10), however, has there been any significant 

increase in women's earnings in relation to men's over 

the period since 1995. In other Member States, the 

relative level remained much the same. 

Table 1 Women's earnings in retailing and financial services 

in Member States, 1990,1995 and 1998/1999 
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Fig. 4 Women's earnings in selected sectors in Denmark, 

1995-99 
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For hotels and restaurants, the earnings of women 

employed full-time averaged over 80% of men's across 

the EU (Figure 3, which, it should be noted, covers only 

those countries for which data are available for 

individual activities for the period 1995 to 1999). Their 

level ranged from 77% of the earnings of men in the 

Netherlands (as well as in Ireland, which is not included 

Similarly in business services, there has been a 

significant rise in the average earnings of women 

relative to men only in Spain (Figure 5) and the 

Netherlands (Figure 7) over this period, while in other 

countries, there has been little if any increase. 

Fig. 3 Women's earnings in selected sectors in the EU, 

1995-99 

Fig. 5 Women's earnings in selected sectors in Spain, 

1995-99 
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