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INTRODUCTION

It’s time to tell a very uncomfortable truth: capitalism 
cannot bring about gender equality. Market forces alone 
just won’t do it—they haven’t, won’t and can’t. State 
intervention in the labour market is needed to achieve 
economic equality, and only with economic equality will 
there ever be wider social and cultural equality. This will 
require a large part of the population, currently largely 
excluded from decision-making, to become involved in 
shaping our economic system. This book is about why we 
haven’t got there, and what we need to make it happen.
  Of course, there are other explanations for global eco-
nomic gender inequality, from evolutionary psychology, 
anthropology or elsewhere. But this book shows that, at 
root, it is a question of malfunctioning labour markets, 
which are failing to make the best use of the resources 
available in our societies, due to the short-termism 
ingrained in the capitalist system. Despite a substantial 
improvement across the world in women’s education, 
women are still over-represented in lower-paid, lower-
skilled occupations, in no small part due to ongoing 
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biases about what constitutes ‘women’s work’, and this 
has been a contributory factor in the persistence of both 
the wage gap and wider gender inequality.
  It has been said many times before, by Piketty and oth-
ers, that capitalism does not automatically produce equal-
ity—and it is true. Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ doesn’t 
quite do it, even when it’s helped a bit by the more ‘visible 
hand’ of the state. The West has been operating for quite 
some time under a capitalist system of more or less free 
markets. If gender equality was going to happen under 
this system then it would have arrived by now. Sadly, I was 
born a woman in a man’s world, and at this rate I will die 
a woman in a man’s world. Yes, my own professional life 
has been ‘successful’—despite some serious ups and downs 
on the way—and, believe me, I really do count my bless-
ings for that. But, like so many women, I’ve found that, for 
just about everything a woman achieves, she has to work 
harder at it than a man does. Yes, we can open more doors 
today than we could in the past. Yet those doors are still 
heavier for us. That is not because we are the weaker sex, 
but because we so often have to haul men out of the way, 
all while tending to the many extra doors we are typically 
made responsible for.
  So where exactly are we in 2019? There is some good 
news, and some very depressing news. The World 
Economic Forum (WEF) tracks a number of areas of 
women’s involvement in the life of a country, such as 
economic participation and opportunity, educational 
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attainment, health and survival, and political empower-
ment. According to the WEF, there has been an overall 
global improvement in the lot of women since 2006. But 
the depressing news is that this change has been at a ‘gla-
cial pace’. At the current rate, the WEF warns, it will take 
more than 100 years for the world’s women to achieve 
equality with its men. Even in Europe, progress has been 
very poor, as shown by the EU’s own Gender Equality 
Index. If we want proof, we need look no further than 
the near-straight lines in the graph below:

Source: European Institute for Gender Equality, 2017.
Notes: Measuring, from top to bottom at 2005: health, 
money, work, time, total, knowledge and power.

Trends in EU gender equality, 2005–15

2005 2010 2012 2015
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  There has been some improvement in European 
women’s pay and power in recent years, but the pace is 
still slow, and overall attitudes seem to have changed lit-
tle. Although female representation in the European 
Parliament is improving, as recently as June 2019 Malta’s 
EU affairs minister, Helena Dalli, bemoaned the lack of 
sufficient moves towards gender parity in EU institu-
tions such as the Commission.
  As the new Commission was being set up after the 
May 2019 European elections, the top roles—President 
of the Commission, President of the European Council, 
and chief of the European Central Bank—were being 
hotly disputed and finally allocated. Women were very 
much absent from the conversation and from the lists. 
Only one woman’s name was really floated, though not 
very seriously: Christine Lagarde, a former French min-
ister of finance and head of the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) since 2011. As she toured European coun-
tries in early 2019, I was struck by the lone figure 
Lagarde often presented, sitting and being photographed 
with the cabinets of various EU states, surrounded 
mostly by men. Since the financial crisis, the fate of my 
home country, Greece, has been decided and controlled 
by the Eurogroup of Eurozone finance ministers, which 
has hardly ever featured a woman. Maybe that explains 
the lack of compassion towards the terrible plight of my 
compatriots, who have lost more than a quarter of their 
GDP since 2009.
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  To everyone’s surprise, Christine Lagarde has been 
appointed the next President of the European Central 
Bank, and another woman, Ursula von der Leyen, is tak-
ing over as President of the European Commission. 
Time to rejoice? The only issue is that these two women 
were only nominated at the eleventh hour as compro-
mise candidates, after the various countries and parties 
that dominate the newly elected European Parliament 
were unable to agree on their preferred candidates—all 
of whom were men. As a result, the two eminent women 
now appointed have come across as ‘second best’. I sin-
cerely hope they both prove those male parliamentarians 
wrong. Indeed, von der Leyen has asked early on that 
each member state present her with two candidates for 
Commissioner of the new European Commission, due 
to start operating from 1 November.
  Of course in textbook economics, and according to 
most teachings in our universities today, market forces 
would quickly eliminate gender inequalities that are 
‘irrational’—that is, ones that do not fit with pursuit of 
profit. In other words, if, given the gender pay gap, 
women are equally as productive as men, but cheaper, 
firms that were neglecting such a resource would be 
competed out of business by firms that did not discrimi-
nate and reaped the rewards of cheaper labour. But the 
more these surviving firms take advantage of the cheaper 
resource, the more they will drive up its cost, until both 
resources have equal market value. In this naïve theory, 
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competition and market forces are sufficient to eliminate 
the pay gap through a kind of business version of ‘natural 
selection’. In reality, though, they haven’t. I want to 
explain why, and what to do about it.
  One reason why we haven’t seen this self-correction 
to the labour market is that market mechanisms, usually 
portrayed as indifferent ‘natural’ forces, are in fact the 
outcomes of trillions of decisions made by real human 
beings. For domestic day-to-day life, those decisions are 
still usually made by a woman, while in the workplace 
the decisions still fall predominantly to a man. Even 
when women are in a position to make decisions at 
work, they are very often made to navigate gender expec-
tations, by both main genders, and a workplace domi-
nated by men. Moreover, the system of free market 
capitalism in which these women are employed is geared 
towards achieving short-term profit at the expense of 
longer-term sustainability that would benefit all. In most 
democracies, thanks to the political cycle, this short-
term expediency also works against looking at the long-
term value of business decisions. In free-market societies, 
the stock market requirements of quarterly profit report-
ing have the same short-termist effect. As the famous 
inter- and postwar UK economist John Maynard Keynes 
said, in the long term we are all dead. But that concept 
can be a very disturbing one for policy, as it shows clearly 
that people, both in private and in the public sphere, 
usually have a very high ‘time discount rate’—in other 
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words, they value short-term gain that is easily seen and 
enjoyed, more than they value waiting for longer-term 
satisfaction at some future date.
  One possible conclusion from this conundrum—and 
it has often been expressed this way—is that feminism is 
simply not compatible with capitalism. Investing to 
achieve a long-term change (in perceptions of women’s 
worth, for example) is inimical to short-term profit and 
the average political electoral cycle. Even if women did 
somehow achieve equality, this view goes, the system they 
inherited would still be a profoundly unequal one, unless 
we can be certain that women would make better and 
fairer decisions than men at every step of the way. Well, it 
is true that we can’t be sure, as we haven’t had very many 
female leaders in the past. But surely it is worth a try—and 
even if gender equality proved impossible, at least the 
economy would be more efficient, healthier and richer, 
thanks to the process of investing in women’s talent and 
ensuring their labour force participation was not con-
strained artificially in any way. There is overwhelming 
evidence linking higher women’s labour force participa-
tion with greater national development. I will cover this in 
later parts of the book.
  Talking of constraints, in my mid-twenties, after uni-
versity, I worked in the economics department of 
Williams & Glyn’s Bank, later the Royal Bank of 
Scotland; I was also just about to have my first child. One 
day, late in my pregnancy, one of the assistants eyed my 
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bump and told me that she wished me well, although she 
quickly stressed that she had never wanted children and 
that she and her trade unionist husband were perfectly 
happy as they were. A few years later, she confessed—to 
my great surprise—that she actually had a daughter, by 
then 14, but had been keeping her existence hidden, as 
she was worried that she wouldn’t have been hired in the 
first place if she had disclosed that she was a mother. By 
the time she told me all this, in the late 1970s, the Equal 
Pay Act of 1970 had started having an impact, prohibit-
ing different treatment of men and women in terms of 
pay and conditions of employment. So had the Sex 
Discrimination Act of 1975, intended to protect people 
from discrimination in employment, training, education 
and other activities on the grounds of sex or marital sta-
tus. Nevertheless, my colleague had continued to keep 
her daughter a secret from most of her co-workers.
  I was astounded. On reflection, however, it had 
made perfect sense for her to conceal her motherhood 
in the first place, and then of course it would have been 
difficult to reveal. Clearly circumstances had been very 
different then, I thought, and how good that things 
had changed. And yet, more than forty years later, a 
2018 YouGov survey of small, medium and large firms 
in the UK found that fully one third of HR recruiters 
still asked women if they were pregnant or expected to 
have children anytime soon, even though this practice 
is now illegal. A majority of senior decision-makers in 
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the UK private sector thought that a woman should 
have to disclose pregnancy at interview (59%), and 
only slightly fewer found it reasonable to ask women 
candidates if they had small children (46%). Two out 
of five firms thought that a woman with more than one 
child was a burden to other employees. The Chief 
Executive of the UK’s Equality and Human Rights 
Commission, Rebecca Hilsenrath, called these findings 
‘depressing’ evidence that British business was still ‘in 
the dark ages’.1

  In this environment, it’s unsurprising that women still 
feel that motherhood could harm their career. A Fawcett 
Society survey looking at career prospects found that 
some 23% of women who had recently returned to work 
from maternity leave felt that their opportunities for pro-
motion had worsened.2 Around 55% of respondents felt 
that, in order to progress, they had to be working full-
time. And of those, two in five felt that this was due to 
senior staff assuming that the returning women would no 
longer want or be capable of promotion. That is a very 
large percentage of people who feel, and in fact probably 
are, disadvantaged. Even in the UK civil service, which is 
an exemplar of good practice in this area, women working 
part-time say that not ‘being there’ all the time means that 
somehow, maybe even unconsciously, you get overlooked 
when there are especially interesting projects to do; in 
turn this means missing out on praise, recognition, 
rewards and advancement.
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  In April 2018, as larger firms started publishing their 
gender pay gap data, under government duress, there was 
more bad news. Many sectors and companies revealed 
substantial gaps between men’s and women’s median and 
average salaries, the worst being in the financial sector. I 
spent a lot of my early years as an economist sitting next 
to the foreign exchange trading floor, and yet at the time 
I did not quite comprehend what was setting them all 
apart from us. A number of traders I got to know—all 
men at the time, though things have changed a bit—
retired early. This was partly because of burnout, as the 
job is very stressful and involves taking lots of risks—and 
partly because they had made enough to be able to give 
up work in favour of something more pleasurable and 
sedate. I, like most other women I know, have carried on 
working in the decades that have followed.
  This pay gap is not just in the financial sector, 
although it was on average the worst offender in 2018. 
To give a few examples from other areas of the economy, 
the sportswear chain Sweaty Betty, where the staff are 
99% women, had a median pay gap of 68%; at Phase 
Eight Fashion Design, women earned 51p for every £1 
that men earned; the Universities of Liverpool and 
Manchester both had a massive bonus gap of 90% and 
87% respectively. In 2019, The Economist Group 
remained the UK media company with the highest 
median pay gap, with women paid 29.2% less per hour 
than men. This is not only a UK problem: in the US, the 
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women’s national football team—winners of the 2019 
Women’s World Cup—have felt obliged to sue US 
Soccer over discrimination in rewards, despite their per-
formance being superior to that of the men’s team.
  The gender pay gap is only partly the result of women 
being paid less for doing similar or effectively identical 
jobs. This is still sometimes the case, as recently made 
very publicly clear at the BBC, for instance; it is also 
demonstrated in the lower bonuses given to female man-
agers in financial institutions. But the main reasons for 
the gap are gender differences in occupation and senior-
ity. Women tend to be concentrated in lower-paid jobs, 
and are underrepresented in senior positions across most 
organisations.3 We would be hard pressed to find many 
women pilots working for EasyJet and Ryanair, where 
men made up 89% and 97% of top earners in 2018. At 
JP Morgan, women held a meagre 9% of the senior 
jobs—better than Ryanair’s 3%, but not by much.
  Let’s take management consultancy as a broader 
example. Top consultancy McKinsey UK reported an 
average pay gap of 23% that year, and the difference in 
overall pay also extended to bonuses, where the average 
gender gap stood at a whopping 75%.4 These awful fig-
ures owe a great deal to the lack of female representation 
in the company’s upper echelons: something like 60% of 
women at McKinsey appear in the lowest quartile of 
wages, despite its UK head being Vivian Hunt, made a 
dame in the 2018 honours list. Among the big four con-
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sulting groups (KPMG, EY, PwC and Deloitte), KPMG 
reported the worst gap in 2019, and was the only firm of 
the four that had failed to narrow its gap, which increased 
to 28%. Again, women account for less than 20% of 
KPMG’s 635 partners. There have been reports of prob-
lems with promoting and retaining women in the sector, 
and the Financial Times quoted a former employee who 
said: ‘When I returned after maternity leave my HR 
[representative] told me that consulting wasn’t right for 
a woman with children and I should look for another 
job.’ A partner at one of the ‘big four’ has said that cer-
tain major firms are ‘basically an old boys’ club’.
  Even organisations with a clear social purpose—often 
disproportionately serving women—seem unable to 
oversee gender equality. Homes England, an executive 
non-departmental public body which replaced the 
Homes and Communities Agency in 2018, is sponsored 
by the UK Ministry of Housing, Communities and 
Local Government. The organisation is there to allocate 
funding and work with actors across the housing sector 
to improve housing affordability in England—a very 
worthy cause. Yet in March 2019 it admitted that its pay 
gap had barely narrowed over the past year, by 0.2%—it 
now stands at 18.1%—and the bonus gap was a high 
62.7%. Looking at Homes England’s management team, 
I could find only one woman, their Chief of Staff, which 
I am assuming means HR—a traditional woman’s role in 
organisations.5 That was a disappointment.
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  Across the housing associations working with Homes 
England, 34% of chief executives are women. They make 
up 36% of housing association boards and 39% of 
executive teams.6 Nevertheless, there is a feeling in the 
sector itself that change isn’t happening fast enough. 
Kelly Henderson is co-founder of the Domestic Abuse 
Housing Alliance and a board member at WISH North 
East, the network for women working in social housing. 
She has been quoted as saying that she wished there was 
an end to what she described as ‘toxic masculinity’ in the 
housing sector,7 which has an impact on how both men 
and women behave, encouraging women to think they 
have to behave ‘like men’ to succeed. Alongside banking 
and technology, property has the biggest pay gap of any 
sector. In housebuilding, Berkeley actually saw a 1% rise 
in its second year of reporting. In 2019 British Land 
reported a gap of 40.6%, Landsec 37.9% and Barratt 
30.7%. There were also some good performers. Taylor 
Wimpey reported no gap at all!
  How can the system help correct some of these persis-
tent inequities? It is true that a number of investment 
funds devote a certain percentage of their investments to 
backing firms that meet environmental, sustainability and 
governance standards (ESG), including ethical behaviour 
and non-discrimination in the treatment of staff. In the-
ory at least, this should benefit women at all levels of such 
companies. But ESG investments still represent only a 
small part of overall purchase allocation—at the last 
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count, just 2% of the global total. Though it may be 
increasing, the pressure coming from that side of the mar-
kets to do the right thing for women remains weak. I 
would argue that this surely isn’t helped by the very small 
percentage of women in funds making that type of invest-
ment decision. In other words, lack of senior women is a 
self-perpetuating cycle in terms of the gender pay gap.
  Another factor that explains both the pay gap and the 
lack of senior women is the disproportionately female 
burden of domestic responsibility. Economists can 
assign a value to most things. But if the average UK man 
were asked to guess how much it would cost him to 
replace his stay-at-home wife, he would probably be 
shocked to discover it’s at least £29,000 on average—and 
that is just if one looks simply at the cost of hiring a full-
time nanny (see Part 2). The figure would be much 
higher in London, of course, or if you added in all the 
extra costs of providing the activities a housewife is 
involved in—driving, tutoring children, household 
duties such as cooking, ironing and cleaning clothes. In 
fact, an Office of National Statistics analysis shows that 
women put in more than double the proportion of 
unpaid work that men do, when it comes to cooking, 
childcare and housework.8 In 2014 The Daily Telegraph 
calculated, one assumes half-jokingly, what a housewife 
is worth, based on the general pay of all the different 
domestic and care professionals she replaces for free: 
washerwoman, private chef, driver, therapist, personal 
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assistant, live-in nanny, tutor, cleaner and private nurse. 
The paper came to the conclusion that a housewife 
should be paid £159,137 a year.9

  Of course, these figures are there to make a point. In 
truth it has become admirable rather than laughable to be 
a ‘modern man’, a caring kind of guy. Men pushing kids in 
buggies is a far more common sight than when I was a 
young mother in the 1970s, and even when I had my 
younger children in the ’80s and early ’90s. And, as one 
male friend describes with loving forbearance, he loves to 
cook. Usually at weekends, and not the slap-dash boiled 
eggs, beans on toast and frozen food meals his wife 
throws together during the week, but a major produc-
tion: a full day of hunting down and preparing the finest 
ingredients, then an evening using every pan, pot and 
utensil in the house, discarded in a messy pile in the 
kitchen sink by the dishwasher, followed by a week of 
self-congratulation for his amazing culinary skills…! At 
least my friend, now of a certain age, knows he has had it 
easy. Many others now work harder at this and are truly 
‘born again men’. I hasten to add that my fantastic step-
sons are absolutely at the forefront of what it means to be 
a new man, brilliant at cooking, and at washing up. But 
the overall statistics don’t lie: women are being kept out 
of the paid workforce by unpaid labour they contribute 
in the home. Given this ongoing cultural imbalance, is it 
surprising that my former colleague felt the need to deny 
her child’s existence in order to survive in her career?
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  Seeking gender equality in our economic life is not 
just a moral question—it is good economic sense. If 
women were freer, had more support and saw greater 
incentive to do paid work, to pursue a career or start a 
business that employed people (see Part 3), there would 
be more tax paid, and arguably less required for welfare 
and unemployment benefits. The economy would ben-
efit from the greater availability of skills, and would 
expand, as there would be more labour and greater 
spending on goods and services, with more jobs created 
as a result. But it won’t come easy. If there are constraints 
on women entering the labour market at a level that 
matches their skills—difficulties in advancing up the 
career ladder, social pressures that keep them at home, or 
a bias, conscious or unconscious, dictating what is ‘wom-
en’s work’—then the chances of women doing as well as 
men are reduced—for life. In the UK, for example, 
women earn on average 30% less than men per year 
throughout their working lifetime, with inevitable 
impacts on their wealth and wellbeing.

* * *
We know that one thing that helps women achieve 
equality is education. It is not enough by itself, but it is 
a necessary prerequisite. For one thing, educated women 
will tend to know much more about all sorts of issues, 
including sexism and women’s inequality, which equips 
them to fight it; we will return to this towards the end of 
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Part Four. For another, education has clear impacts on 
life chances, as we’ll see below. Women these days are 
much better educated across most of the globe than they 
were even in the late twentieth century, but this progress 
has not been universal, and legislation for equal access to 
education does not always guarantee equal uptake of 
education.
  Depriving women of education—as happens and 
has happened in many parts of the world—is a great 
divider, with huge negative impacts on both individu-
als and, indirectly, on the economy. We know that 
there are correlations between poor education, and 
growing up and living in a ‘disadvantaged area’, and 
these affect all sorts of outcomes in life. Evidence from 
Scotland shows that, despite a fall in the gender pay 
gap between hourly wages of male and female employ-
ees (diminishing from 28% in 1993 to 23% in 2003), 
it was still a substantial 18% in 2016. With women 
earning a lot less on average, the difference in financial 
wellbeing was significant. From a social and economic 
perspective, this is bad news for the country. The study 
points out how perilous being less well-off is for, 
among other things, health outcomes. Here we start to 
see the relevance of women’s education not just for 
individuals, but for national economies. People being 
poor and poorly educated has an impact on health 
provision, on costs and caring responsibilities by their 
relatives (which may take those people out of the 
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workforce), and ultimately on the state—and hence 
public finances.10

  We can also look at this link on a very broad scale. 
Economic growth through the twentieth century has 
been closely correlated with gains in female autonomy 
and numeracy, partly through the resultant increase in 
human capital.11 A study that tracked European coun-
tries’ development from 1500 to 1850 found a clear 
impact on economics of early age of marriage, which was 
used as a proxy for loss of women’s autonomy.12 Not only 
did girls who married very young drop out of the labour 
market, but the impact was felt more widely across the 
economy. Early-married women were less able to provide 
their own children with teaching and encouragement of 
self-learning, leaving not just the mother but the whole 
family and the next generation with fewer numeracy, 
literacy and other skills—to the detriment of the econ-
omy as a whole in the medium and longer term.
  The study found ‘a strong and positive relationship 
between average age at marriage and numeracy for the 
two half centuries following 1700 and 1800’. Lower age 
of marriage and lower women’s numeracy appeared to 
harm a European country’s chance of development and 
prosperity. Many of the countries of the Second 
Industrial Revolution, which took place in the late 
nineteenth century, had higher measured values for 
female autonomy and numeracy, and hence better 
human capital formation, which is crucial for growth—
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Denmark, the Netherlands, Germany and Sweden, for 
example. Those that missed out on the Second Industrial 
Revolution—such as Russia, Poland, Slovakia, Italy, 
Spain, and Ireland—had lower values of women’s 
autonomy and numeracy. This dynamic historical 
analysis offers an obvious conclusion: it was economies 
and regions where women’s autonomy was more pro-
nounced that did well in the age of industrialisation, 
because they had more and better human capital; oth-
ers languished.
  This evidence adds to a 2007 analysis in the US show-
ing a substantial ‘intragenerational return’ on a mother’s 
education: the more years on average a mother had been 
educated, the greater the benefit in terms of her 
child(ren)’s achievement, up to a certain age.13 There are 
various factors behind this correlation. For one thing, 
higher-educated women are more likely to delay mother-
hood, which increases their chances of marrying a bet-
ter-educated spouse—meaning a higher combined 
family income. Household income is also helped by 
mothers who are better able to help educate their chil-
dren: each additional year of maternal teaching adds 
some 18% to household income. A family with higher 
income will invest more in books, musical instruments 
and so on, and the offspring will, on average, do better 
over the longer term. What is more, highly educated 
mothers who work spend just as much time reading to 
their children or taking them on educational outings as 
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they would have done otherwise—an interesting finding 
that counters conservative fondness for stay-at-home 
motherhood. The conclusion: women’s education is cru-
cial for the wellbeing and prosperity of the nation as a 
whole, in the woman’s own generation and in future 
generations.14 In other words, the pay gap may still 
remain for higher-educated women in the US, but at 
least the individual, their households and their descend-
ants, as well as the economy, are all better off than if they 
hadn’t had those educational opportunities.
  There have been similar findings from around the 
world. One study presented at the 2019 Royal Economic 
Society conference looked at evidence from rural 
Rajasthan in India, where a third of girls typically drop 
out of school by the time they reach 16, and the average 
bride’s age is under 18. The study observed that, the 
longer parents in rural Rajasthan manage to keep their 
daughters in education, the larger the private and public 
benefit. This is because the longer they stay at school, the 
later they marry—and being more educated improves 
their chances of finding a richer husband. As in the US, 
then, the benefits to the individual, the household and 
the wider economy coincide. The study concluded that 
part of the answer is to remove barriers to girls staying at 
school, such as cost or distance from the school; another 
part is to delay the age of marriage and improve ways for 
girls to re-enter education if they have, for whatever rea-
son, dropped out early.15
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  The evidence doesn’t only suggest that longer educa-
tion and autonomy is better—it has also definitively 
shown the inverse. Study after study from across the 
globe has demonstrated the negative impact of early 
child marriage, on women and nations. These are very 
useful, essentially randomised, controlled experiments 
where one can see in microcosm the impact of different 
policies on women’s labour force participation. Take one 
bit of research from Tanzania. Lower educational attain-
ment, as a direct result of early marriage, reduced girls’ 
and women’s opportunities for gainful employment and 
income generation, adversely affected household 
incomes and wider growth, and increased the chances of 
women and their families living in poverty.16 Ending 
discrimination in the provision of education may not be 
enough to conquer the gender pay gap, but it seems cer-
tain that we can’t achieve much for women’s economic 
equality without it. This is a clear market failure that 
needs fixing.

* * *
We should be clear that the developed world has often 
upheld legal barriers to women’s economic equality, too. 
Until 1985, Swiss women still had to get their husbands’ 
permission to work or open a bank account; no wonder 
they have been on the streets as recently as June 2019 to 
demand equal pay.17 There is also blatant evidence of 
discrimination in G7 countries below the state level. 
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There was widespread outrage in 2018 when it was 
revealed that Japanese medical schools were discriminat-
ing in favour of first-time male applicants. One school 
offered the excuse that men mature more slowly and lag 
behind women in communication skills, so they need an 
extra push! Another Japanese university was reported as 
saying that they did not favour women because they 
would leave at some stage to have children.18 It appears 
that this discrimination has been going on for decades, 
keeping the pass rates for women medical students arti-
ficially low. The result is that women still make up only 
21% of doctors in Japan, the lowest percentage in the 
G7—the UK is first at 47.2%, with Germany, France 
and Canada all following close behind.
  In one medical school, discriminatory practice has 
now miraculously resulted in women’s pass rates exceed-
ing those of men for the first time in seven years. But this 
story demonstrates something deeper: another break in 
the market’s ability to operate as a meritocracy, another 
failure of capitalism’s supply-and-demand system to 
equate at the right balance for society. It is also my 
understanding that Japan has no ready availability of 
home-helpers or nannies, due to tight immigration rules 
that make it much more difficult for mothers to return 
to work. In any case, Japanese society apparently still 
frowns on mothers ‘abandoning’ their children to oth-
ers. This is not just the case in Japan, of course. The his-
torian Helene von Bismarck and the veteran journalist 
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John Kampfner, with whom I spoke recently in Berlin, 
bemoaned the fact that the culture in Germany also 
looks on mothers with opprobrium if they don’t look 
after their preschool-aged children themselves, and 
restricts their representation in business.
  These types of barriers, however, are much more pro-
nounced in the developing world, and are perhaps rela-
tively easy to track: early marriage, greater enforcement 
of gender norms, lack of legal rights, strong patriarchal 
societies. In more developed countries that have already 
legislated to get rid of gender discrimination in educa-
tion and finance, there are still plenty of restrictions 
holding back women—they are just more subtle. Trying 
to navigate your way through prejudices that are often 
below the surface is not always easy. Women need help, 
and mentoring is one way to provide this. The experi-
ence of women who have made it to senior positions has 
been very useful in clarifying where the anomalies lie. It 
is encouraging, in fact, that women are now less afraid to 
ask for help. I for one belong to any women’s network 
that will have me! This includes Women Corporate 
Directors, the International Women’s Forum and the 
Senior Business Women Group, which is run by Melanie 
Richards, Vice-Chair of KPMG, UK.  In my field of eco-
nomics, we established what is known as the ‘Women 
Economists Network’, comprising UK economists in 
both the public and the private sector. It provides a 
forum for raising issues that are not just dealing with 
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women’s direct concerns, but also exploring their take on 
economics and what really matters in society.
  It is welcome that, today, senior women are more than 
willing to help out those coming up behind them; in 
fact, they increasingly see it as their duty. One inter-
viewee for this book, who is in a very senior role in a 
large manufacturing firm, told me: ‘As a woman I believe 
that we must “lift as we climb”. My team behind me are 
largely women—16 women and 3 men, as it happens. I 
look for talented women. No point in me continuing the 
work of women before me without having it better 
behind.’ I hadn’t realised quite how many successful 
women I know have had professional mentors, often 
paid for by their employer for a large part of their work-
ing lives. One very bright but rather physically tiny civil 
servant I know was bullied by her male colleagues when 
relatively junior; I suspect that it was her mentor’s advice 
to dress flamboyantly and expensively, both to make it 
harder to overlook her, and also to exude the type of self-
confidence that gets you places. She did become a per-
manent secretary, and a dame. Those were turbulent 
times, and I wish I had found her mentor earlier to guide 
me through all those years of shoes, hair, specially made 
dresses and poise. I can only dream of what could have 
been… But I must have achieved some gravitas just with 
the passing of time. Women whom I have never met 
before often start conversations with me as I travel on 
the train or bus, and by the time I reach my destination, 
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I find I’ve agreed to mentor yet another woman strug-
gling with career and family, and against preconceived 
notions of where a woman’s place should be!
  All of which is to say that there is now an increasing 
understanding that networking among women matters. 
After all, it’s worked for men for a very long time. Even 
if managers feel they are not exercising any bias at all in 
recruiting and promoting, their actions or the culture 
they oversee can inadvertently result in people who are 
different from them being excluded from activities that 
affect their career progression. In particular, it is clear 
that networks are important to combat what we refer to 
in economics as ‘information asymmetries’—unequal 
access to knowledge that disadvantages women. Many of 
us know how constraining that is through personal expe-
rience. But it is sad that we are seeing friends and daugh-
ters struggling with it to this day, many decades after 
some of us first embarked on our careers.
  Baroness Pauline Neville-Jones started her career in 
banking, and then moved to the civil service; she became 
the most senior woman in the Foreign Office during her 
time there, as a career diplomat. As a Conservative mem-
ber of the House of Lords, she also served as a minister 
during the coalition government of 2010–15. But she is 
adamant that—certainly for most of her career in the 
City—the lack of a proper assessment process meant 
that there was no true meritocracy. There was, and she 
believes there still is, an invisible bar for women; those 
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who got on were very loud self-promoters, usually men 
(or women who learnt to imitate them). But, in her view, 
the causes of the glass ceiling in the financial sector are 
deeper than just unconscious or conscious bias. Put sim-
ply, this is the way the market system works. It was clear 
that traders preserved their own high salaries by holding 
on to the information they had acquired. Men, of course, 
have traditionally had a number of outlets where such 
privileged information can be acquired or shared, in part 
or in whole, while women in banking were few in num-
ber, with restricted avenues for receiving or passing on 
valuable insights that would help them hunt for busi-
ness. In other words, the few women traders were less 
able to compete for contracts against the men because of 
an information asymmetry—another market failure. 
This only served to reinforce (un)conscious bias in the 
firm, making it easy for men to conclude that women’s 
worse performance proved they were unsuitable for pro-
motion. In such an environment, a gender gap in salaries 
wasn’t and still isn’t a surprise.
  Of course, information asymmetries between men 
and women are not only confined to the financial sec-
tor. In a 2014 interview with The Times, Dame Sally 
Davies, Chief Medical Officer for England and the first 
woman to hold that post in its 165-year history, said 
that ‘she had missed out on networking in the pub with 
male colleagues’ during her career. A study of social 
mobility in the cultural sector by the think tank Centre 
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for London has highlighted up front that ‘It’s not about 
how talented you are, it’s about who you know and how 
you know them’. This 2019 report finds that there is a 
glass ceiling related to gender as well as ethnicity and 
social class, due to lack of ability to network from an 
early age:

Given the often informal approaches to recruitment, the 
benefits of knowing someone—a friend or relative—
already working in the sector are considerable, illustrat-
ing the value of social capital and the challenges facing 
those students who have not accumulated it.

A US study has highlighted the need to address gender, 
ethnic, and social class inequalities in terms of access to 
college resources and post-graduation career trajectories. 
This inequality of access means that ‘women are mainly 
in mid-to lower-skilled positions’ in the arts and creative 
industries, which may come as a surprise to many.19 
Networking is not only important for the women 
employed within companies and sectors; it is also essen-
tial for the self-employed and for self-starting business-
women. In its own response to the Alison Rose review 
on women entrepreneurs in the UK, which published its 
findings in spring 2019, the May government recognised 
the importance of networks that connect female entre-
preneurs, such as the AllBright Academy, or the every-
womanNetwork, which has 20,000 members.
  Some might argue that the days of gentlemen’s clubs 
are over, and that women are now free to network how-
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ever and wherever men are. But that often means being 
prepared to stay late at work, to socialise in the pub 
afterwards, to play golf at the weekend. All this of course 
is inimical to having a family, or any kind of personal life. 
As we know, the household and caring burdens fall dis-
proportionately on women, so this kind of ‘extracurricu-
lar’ commitment is of course more difficult for them. As 
Pryce, Ross and Urwin have outlined,20 managers may 
believe that they are open and non-discriminatory 
because ‘everybody gets invited down the pub after 
work, no matter what colour, sex, age, religion…’ And 
yet that in itself can cause divisions, given that many, 
particularly women with caring responsibilities, may not 
be able to join in. They miss not just the banter, but also 
the networking that is so important for getting on and 
getting promoted: the casual mentions of opportunities 
coming up, the chance to get to know how your boss 
likes things done, the insider insights into what’s hap-
pening across the industry, and so on.
  Women find it hard to be taken seriously in many 
fields, but evidence in the financial sector is particularly 
stark, if we go by the gender pay gap alone. What if this 
is not a coincidence, but a result of actual barriers to 
their success within the industry? It is true that invest-
ment banking and the financial sector has now changed 
and is more sober, as the veteran financier Jon Moulton 
argued in a debate we did together in 2017.21 But people 
are still expected to work anti-social hours. Women still 
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enter only carefully, and not in vast numbers; pretty 
soon after, they opt out. As a result, there are few senior 
women role models. To keep the talent and the pipeline 
going, it seems to me that the financial sector needs a 
massive cultural shift to change the working environ-
ment in a way that ensures women stay. That means less 
of a long hours, macho culture and an end to the valuing 
of excessive ‘presenteeism’, which doesn’t sit well with 
women’s caring responsibilities; it also means better-
managed maternity leave, so that women don’t lose out 
in the promotions stakes while they are away; and easier 
part-time and job-share arrangements throughout their 
career. All these policies have worked successfully in the 
public sector, creating role models who now offer 
encouragement and inspiration to others coming up 
through the ranks.
  The more information there is from the media and 
other outlets on the treatment of women (including 
women leaders), and about the sexism that exists in dif-
ferent sectors and the realities of what is required to 
‘make it’ in various professions, the better. The LSE 
Business Review has deplored the silence around gender 
and the role it plays in influencing—and, often, hinder-
ing—aspirations; it reported on an initiative to include 
gender issues on business schools’ curricula.22 The clear 
implication is that women will have less chance of suc-
ceeding in their chosen career if they lack information 
about, and are unprepared for, the obstacles awaiting 
them as women, and sometimes also as mothers.
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  The power imbalances that emerge as a result of 
women’s difficulties in networking and keeping up with 
long-hours culture can affect the choices that women 
make, as they often perpetuate this imbalance at every 
social level. One may then decide that the struggle isn’t 
worth the effort. In my early book on women’s quotas, I 
cited a marvellous passage from the King’s College 
London professor Alison Wolf ’s book, The XX Factor, 
and make no apologies for doing so again:

Imagine, for example, that you are offered an excellent 
new job. To take it you have to relocate … but you are in 
a relationship … Try another one … you are offered the 
chance to join a small team working on a new, high-
profile project. If it goes well, you have a real chance of 
promotion … it also means working not just late, but 
every weekend in the future. It really is your choice … 
Do you—did you—do it? Say yes to either of those 
choices and right there, if you are a woman, mother-
hood became significantly less likely.23

* * *
One thing we must tackle if we are to achieve economic 
equality for women is the inequality women face within 
economics itself. How can we have positive economic 
policy change if women’s voices are hardly represented in 
policy-making?
  As I’m writing in mid-2019, the Government 
Economic Service, of which I was the first female (co-)
head in the late 2000s, now has two female joint heads. 
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Amazingly, the current chief economists of the IMF, the 
World Bank and the OECD are also all women, for the 
first time ever. The public sector does set an example, 
and there is further push and pressure than there was in 
decades past, with much more focus these days on activi-
ties surrounding the yearly International Women’s Day 
for example. In April 2019 I went to Warwick University 
in the UK to speak at the Royal Economic Society’s 
annual conference. At this event, Rachel Griffith, Eco
nomics Professor at the University of Manchester and 
the Institute of Fiscal Studies, became the Society’s 
President for 2019/20, thus becoming only the second 
woman in its 129-year history to hold the post.24 At the 
same time, Carol Propper, Professor of Economics at 
Imperial College London, became the President-Elect, 
due to succeed Rachel when her term is up. This means 
that, for the first time ever, the presidential triumvirate 
running the Society is two-thirds women; it’s not 
beyond the bounds of possibility that all three members 
will be women in 2020/21, if the Society elects another 
woman as President-Elect in 2020.
  But we shouldn’t be too excited by progress in these 
individual, right-at-the-top positions. The overall pro-
gress of women economists in the private sector and in 
academia remains woeful. In June 2018 I was among a 
group of financial sector experts and practitioners 
attending a talk at the Guildhall, the political heart of 
the City of London. The occasion was the then Greek 
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Prime Minister’s visit to London. A few hundred of us 
piled in to listen to Alexis Tsipras updating us on Greek 
politics and the economy, in English much improved 
since his radical-left party Syriza first came to power in 
the midst of the Greek crisis in January 2015. I follow 
developments in Greece, and write and talk about the 
country’s fortunes on a regular basis, including in my 
book Greekonomics, so I had been doubly invited to this 
event, by both the Greek Embassy and the City of 
London, which had organised it. I was also asked to join 
them afterwards at a smaller, private session, to question 
Tsipras on his plans for Greece, and on which sectors 
would welcome potential investments from the UK.  I 
looked around me as we sat round a large table. There 
were thirty men, and me. No different, really, from 
when I first started working for a bank four decades 
ago. The chair, a deputy head of the City of London, 
noticed it too. He seemed embarrassed, and I believe it 
was for that reason that I have now been co-opted for 
my sins onto the City of London’s members’ diversity 
working party.
  I also sit on the advisory board of the central banking 
think tank OMFIF, which publishes a Gender Balance 
Index, tracking globally the presence of men and women 
in senior positions at public financial institutions. In 2019 
it reported: ‘Gender diversity in central banks has 
improved by six percentage points since 2018, but the 
overall picture remains heavily unbalanced. Our study, in 
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its sixth year, is a call to action, drawing attention to this 
disappointing picture’.25

* * *
I could have been disheartened by all this, and given up. 
But, one sunny morning on an Easter bank holiday, 
reading the birthdays column in the Times (I’ve never 
featured, but one of my ex-husbands does regularly), I 
noticed that the first four names listed, as well as num-
bers six and seven, were all women. They were Professor 
Dame Anne Glover, biologist; Dame Geraldine 
Andrews, High Court judge; Gill Andrews, ex-President 
of the Society of Antiquaries of London; Sue Barker, 
former tennis player and sports broadcaster; Baroness 
( Jane) Campbell, ex-Commissioner of the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission and disability rights cam-
paigner; and Dame Julia Cleverdon, formerly Chief 
Executive of Business in the Community and Chair
woman of the National Literacy Trust. Interestingly, out 
of some 28 names The Times decided to publish that day, 
the women dominated, including the well-known lawyer 
and campaigner Gina Miller, the Olympic gold medal-
list Dame Kelly Holmes, the theatre producer Sonia 
Friedman, the tennis pro Maria Sharapova, the fashion 
designer and businesswoman Paloma Picasso, the actress 
Kate Hudson, the comedian Ruby Wax and the aca-
demic Dr  Bridget Towle.26 Not bad going. Maybe 
19  April is a good day to be born if you want to be a 
prominent woman! I was born in mid-July…
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  In seriousness, there’s no doubt that the more powerful 
voices among feminists, the #MeToo movement and 
changing societal attitudes more generally—particularly a 
push from the younger generation—are all increasingly 
focusing minds on the need for gender equality in society 
as a whole. It is true that, despite the economic advances 
of some women, we are still faced by all sorts of harass-
ment and bullying, particularly but far from exclusively in 
industry cultures such as accounting, law and finance, 
which are still considerably male-dominated in their lead-
ership. The #MeToo movement, in other words, has high-
lighted an aspect of inequality going beyond economics 
and into culture: the uneven power balance between men 
and women, which is detrimental to society. The historian 
Mary Beard has written eloquently about this, tracing that 
lack of female power back through ancient times and 
showing that nothing much has changed.27

  Whether you look at Beard’s very long view or your 
own short view, it’s hard to feel that much real progress 
has been made in recent years. In July 2019, The 
Guardian discovered that the number of rapes reported 
in the UK has risen sharply since 2015, likely prompted 
by the #MeToo movement, but that the percentage of 
rape reports resulting in a charge or summons has plum-
meted over the same period—from 14% to 1.5%.28 And, 
despite the UK forcing publication of gender pay gaps, 
which has sparked a conversation about representation 
and seniority in working life, women are still absent 
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from many public conversations. At an infrastructure 
dinner in London in early July 2019, I was the only 
woman around a table of 14 men. I’m not necessarily 
suggesting that this is typical across all sectors, but it has 
reinforced my view: that, however urgent and worth-
while the #MeToo movement and other initiatives like 
‘Time’s Up’ are, contemporary feminists should be 
focused like laser beams on economic empowerment. 
How can we be empowered in our individual relation-
ships, particularly at work, when we are systematically 
disempowered by the capitalist structures within which 
we all live?
  This is not only the case in the Western economies 
where the recent movements have received most atten-
tion. Global female economic disempowerment was 
highlighted by the Commonwealth Secretariat in 2016, 
in a piece bemoaning the very slow progress made in 
political representation; only 22% of all legislative seats 
across the Commonwealth were held by women, and the 
figure was worse in local government. The main impedi-
ments cited were a patriarchal society, lack of education, 
poverty and illiteracy. The piece argued that a prerequi-
site for advancing women’s participation in politics, and 
hence in decision-making at all levels of government, 
was promoting economic empowerment, via quota sys-
tems. These needed to be continued where they were 
already operating and expanded to other Common
wealth jurisdictions where they were not yet in place.29 
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In other words, improving representation of women in 
power—let alone equality—is very unlikely to happen 
on its own, without a lot of extra help. And this was not 
the case only in emerging markets. A European 
Parliament survey on women’s democratic participation 
found in 2007 that, even in the more developed world, 
‘women lack financial and power resources and time to 
engage in traditional politics’.30

* * *
However we achieve greater women’s involvement in 
decision-making, in economics and beyond, the possible 
consequences of more equal participation are not well 
understood. They usually centre on the likelihood of 
‘women’s issues’ rising up the agenda and being dealt 
with by more sympathetic (female) eyes. For instance, 
having more women in government and politics could 
make a difference to domestic policies such as childcare 
provision, the costs of which are still crippling women’s 
career chances in many countries. In business, more 
women decision-makers could be instrumental in better 
supporting women’s retention and progress. It is true, 
though, that this is as yet untested, given the continuing 
dismal representation of senior executive women, as the 
political philosopher Lorna Finlayson argued in a 
London Review of Books piece on feminist writing.31 We 
haven’t had the chance of controlled experiments about 
what would happen if women were in charge. And 
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although women’s role at the micro level is well 
researched, if not yet proven, what tends to be missing is 
an understanding of the impact on the wider economy if 
more women were decision-makers.
  The literature suggests, for example, that women on 
corporate boards are found to be more conservative than 
the men, and more risk-averse in their decisions. That 
seems to carry through across other areas of activity. 
Most research studies find a positive connection 
between the presence of women in executive positions 
and the profitability of the firms involved. Some studies 
have suggested that, because women are not as over-
optimistic about their own abilities as men—making 
them less confident that they can ‘beat’ the market—
their increased presence on trading floors would balance 
that male exuberance, and end up with better trading 
results overall. Sukhi Clark, former Head of Engineering 
& Operations at Jaguar Land Rover, argues from her 
experience that women ‘tend to be more cautious. They 
need more answers, more detail and probably don’t jump 
as high as quickly.’ It is not always, therefore, simply a 
question of needing more ‘women brains’, but of needing 
more types of brains in general. Danae Kyriakopoulou, 
Chief Economist and Director of Research at the central 
banking think tank OMFIF, has pointed me to analysis 
by the International Finance Corporation showing that 
venture capital funds with gender-balanced senior 
investment teams have returns on private equity that are 
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some 10–20% higher than those of funds that are either 
mostly male-run or mostly female-run. This confirms 
that the diversity in decision-making avoids ‘groupthink’ 
which can be detrimental to alternative thinking—and 
therefore negatively affect performance.32

  My view is that, for private firms, diversity in board 
composition is much less significant than diversity on the 
executive committee, when it comes to changing the cul-
ture of an organisation. But for central banks and super-
visory bodies where major decisions are taken that will 
affect the whole economy—and often the global econ-
omy too—diversity on boards is now believed to matter 
hugely. For one thing, if central banks and other institu-
tions don’t reflect the balance of society in their leader-
ship, then trust in a country’s public institutions suffers 
too.33 For another, it seems to result in better, or more 
balanced, decision-making. A 2018 study found that if 
there were more senior women in central bank bodies, 
which make interest rate decisions, then rates would be 
higher at every inflation level—in other words, women 
would make more hawkish decisions.34 That may be hard 
to swallow for those who, like me, have been advocating 
continued loose monetary policies since the financial 
crisis. But maybe, if women had been at the helm back 
then, we never would have had the huge and reckless 
deregulation that led to an unsustainable boom and the 
ultimate bust of the 2008 crash! In a podcast for OMFIF, 
Ed Sibley, Deputy Governor of the Central Bank of 
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Ireland and chair of the bank’s diversity and inclusion 
steering group, spoke about the ‘groupthink’ that comes 
from lack of diversity in an organisation, and the prob-
lems this creates for our economy—particularly, the 
unchallenged assumptions in central banks at the time of 
the financial crisis, which led to poor risk management 
and decision-making, and so contributed to the depth of 
the crisis and recession that followed.35

  So diversity in itself is better for business and the 
economy, but there are also specific benefits to having 
women leaders in greater numbers. A paper co-written in 
2018 by Christine Lagarde, Managing Director of the 
IMF, and Jonathan Ostry, IMF Deputy Director of 
Research, argues that having women on the boards of 
banking supervision entities improves the financial stabil-
ity of the system as a whole.36 In their view, what is often 
missing is the appreciation that women bring comple-
mentary—that is, different and particular—skills that 
would disproportionately raise productivity and eco-
nomic welfare, if put to proper use. Their analysis goes 
further than monetary institutions alone. They found 
that it is precisely because women and men are not per-
fect substitutes that diversity is actually a bonus for inno-
vation, productivity and growth. Arguing that the impact 
of this ‘gender complementarity’ has been ignored in 
many models, they estimate that increased female labour 
force participation can have a much greater impact on 
the economy than has been suggested by other studies. In 
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the sample of countries that the IMF looked at, it found 
that those ranked in the bottom half for gender equality 
would see an average rise in GDP of 35% by closing their 
initial labour force participation gap. What is more, 
while four fifths of this increase could simply be put 
down to more women at work, a full fifth would be due 
to the increase in productivity as a specific result of the 
ensuing gender diversity (see Appendix).
  So we are back where we started. Even in the face of 
clear evidence that women’s equality in the labour mar-
ket is good for the economy and good for business, 
organisations in both the public and the private sector 
are still failing to make the necessary steps—starting 
with improving the number of women in senior, deci-
sion-making roles. There are many impressively success-
ful women and some excellent organisations and 
companies. But they are the exception and by no means 
the rule—not by a long shot. Progress for women has 
been both patchy and painfully slow.
  Before we begin looking at why this is the case, a brief 
note on terms and definitions. There is a question cur-
rently being asked, certainly in the Western world, over 
who can rightly call themselves a ‘woman’. The intensity 
of this debate has increased in the 2010s. Clearly, gender 
is much more than simple biology and the ‘right’ chro-
mosomes. But, with no wish to offend anyone, this 
rightly sensitive area is not a focus for this book, and 
gender socialisation, important though it is, will only be 
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touched upon. Although economic and gender roles 
clearly interact, my argument is that economic empow-
erment for all should be the priority. We can respect 
those who do not consider themselves to fall within one 
of the two main genders (men and women), but we can’t 
take that respect so far as to refrain from discussing the 
gendered problems of economic inequality. Even if gen-
der or the ‘gender binary’ is a social construct, it is one 
that has a real impact on us all, from birth onwards. For 
this reason, the problem of gender inequality has been 
measured and researched overwhelmingly in terms of 
men and women. There is simply no other meaningful 
way to talk about it in this book.
  On the same note, a word about ‘gender diversity’. 
The term occasionally comes up in this book where it 
has been used in the research of others, but we are not 
really talking about ‘diversity’ when we talk about wom-
en’s equality. It is not right to call a board more ‘diverse’ 
because it has some women on it, given that women in 
most countries represent the majority of the population. 
Diversity, which must most definitely be the aim, is to 
ensure that there is no prejudice and discrimination 
against representative inclusion of people of any colour, 
ethnicity, religion or sexual orientation. An important 
aim in itself, but at present more than 50% of the popu-
lation is largely losing out in terms of economic recogni-
tion. That is something more clear-cut than a spectrum 
or a multitude of identities, and—bearing in mind what 
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I’ve just said about the necessity of using binary terms to 
discuss gender inequality in this book—‘gender diver-
sity’ can be a misleading term, since (unlike religions, 
ethnicities and so on) gender equality and fair gender 
representation amount to the same thing, 50:50. In any 
case, if we manage to sort out gender equality, I would 
be astonished if our economic and workplace culture 
didn’t change so drastically in the process that we also 
end up dealing with the other manifestations of con-
scious and unconscious bias that currently act against 
greater diversity.
  In this book, I draw on personal experiences, ideas of 
economics, and plain old data, to try and explain why 
women still suffer from economic (and so wider) ine-
quality. More than that, I show why this lack of progress 
is intrinsic to capitalism itself. This doesn’t mean that we 
have to give up capitalism in order to achieve gender 
equality; but it does mean that we will need forceful and 
substantial state intervention to correct the inherently 
unequal forces of capitalism. The system that develops 
may still, by its very nature, be called ‘capitalist’ or even 
‘free-market’, but it will be more inclusive, more equal 
and more prosperous. One small step at a time for wom-
ankind must surely be better than no step at all, and, put 
together, the steps outlined in this book could add up to 
a radical change in the way people think about women’s 
contribution to society.



PART ONE

WOMEN UNDER CAPITALISM
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1

WOMEN UNDER CAPITALISM

The term ‘capitalism’ is potentially a problematic one. 
Types of capitalism and thoughts on capitalism differ 
widely. A standard definition is not very helpful for this 
book’s purpose, such as ‘An economic and political sys-
tem in which a country’s trade and industry are con-
trolled by private owners, rather than by the state’. But, 
not to embrace Marxism, it’s useful to note that Karl 
Marx identified a phenomenon unique to capitalism 
that is vital for understanding women’s position in a 
capitalist system: the ‘commodification’ of labour. In 
other words, unlike other socioeconomic models, capi-
talism requires labour time, i.e. work, to be bought and 
sold in the market, much like any other physical com-
modity, such as bread or Coca-Cola. In pre-capital feu-
dal times, for example, people were born a serf under the 
‘obligations’ of a fiefdom, or, if they were luckier, a lord 
‘entitled’ to their serfs’ allegiance and service. In tribal 
societies, gender roles are generally determined by tradi-
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tion and basic biology, such as physical strength. But in 
capitalism, gender roles and status have been shaped and 
adapted around market forces, particularly after indus-
trialisation in the pursuit of profit. Free market capital-
ism is unique in that it rewards the production of 
commodities, but neglects the wider social contributions 
that make this production possible, or the wider societal 
and economic costs involved in that production.
  Gender roles, attitudes and expectations have been 
shaped, established and embedded over the centuries. As 
the requirements of reproduction, household produc-
tion and the workplace have developed, the gender ine-
qualities inherent to our system have become a major 
source of economic inefficiency and substantial loss of 
economic growth. The waste of economic potential is 
easy to see in the fundamentally short-termist model of 
a slave society, where people themselves, and not just 
their labour, are commodities to be bought and sold: 
imagine if America’s Deep South had quickly developed 
into a system whereby talented black people were chan-
nelled and encouraged into positions where they could 
reach their economic potential—in that meritocracy, 
there would have been many more white-skinned cot-
ton-pickers, but Africans and African Americans would 
have added much higher value as free and diversified 
workers than they would ever do as slaves. Overall out-
put and progress would have been far greater, even if 
some plantation owners would have lost out. Now take 
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that example and apply it to the centuries-old under-
valuing of what economists call ‘household produc-
tion’—the domestic work and care for dependents that 
enables an industrial workforce in the first place, but 
which is systematically unrecognised, and so unpaid.
  Of course, depending on their social status, women 
have always worked for money if they could—in the 
days of the Industrial Revolution, in the cruelly ‘dark 
satanic mills’, or as servants for the upper and upper-
middle classes, and also outside formal work, in home-
based piecework, taking in boarders, and caring for 
others’ children. It was also women who were hired in 
large numbers for the production of low-cost ‘commodi-
ties’ products, and women again who have been dis-
placed in the era of globalisation, when new countries 
with even cheaper labour forces started to compete with 
the West, attracting increased investment and spelling 
the end of much of what women had previously been 
engaged in doing. Most studies now suggest that tech-
nology will bring a further upheaval in women’s work in 
the twenty-first century, as it is women, concentrated in 
lower-paid and routine jobs, who are most likely to be at 
risk from further automation and AI.  But the depend-
ency of capitalism on short-term results makes it all the 
more important that we protect women now against the 
precarity to come.
  Failure or refusal to optimise the use of female labour, 
for all sorts of less-than-rational reasons, is exemplified 
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by two important problems already explored in the 
Introduction: the gender pay gap, and gendered job seg-
regation. Put together, these phenomena leave women 
less economically empowered, less able to influence the 
course of events, and over-represented in weaker labour 
market areas where pay tends to be lower and where 
robots are likely to come first. Economists have a term 
for describing situations like this, in which the allocation 
of goods and services by a free market is not efficient. 
They are called ‘market failures’. And when such market 
failures occur, intervention is often needed to correct 
them. We seem to have forgotten in the neoliberal age 
that this is the case. It is revealing to remember that, for 
centuries, children were expected to work, often for very 
long hours and in dangerous conditions. But child 
labour—much like slavery—was not ended in the West 
by inexorable market forces. Instead, it required power-
ful social movements, extensive health and safety and 
child protection acts, and their strong enforcement. 
Many capitalists complained at the time that child 
labour was an economic necessity, but today we no 
longer see compulsory schooling for children as ‘politi-
cal correctness gone mad’. Today, it is not at all contro-
versial, because we all understand the wider social and 
economic benefits of this policy, despite its direct fiscal 
cost, which is huge.
  Likewise, we will only accomplish economic empow-
erment for women, and hence wider gender equality, 
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with the help of powerful leadership, social movements 
and the state. We can’t wait for a culture shift in favour 
of gender equality and the change needed to make it 
happen—it comes the other way around. This market 
failure must be corrected by inducement and, if neces-
sary, force, and only then will the broader benefits of 
equality be felt and universally appreciated. Patterns of 
gender inequality today are far more subtle than they 
used to be, and it is not always easy to detect, let alone 
correct for, conscious and unconscious gender bias in 
society. But we don’t have much choice about trying. 
Beyond the obvious morality of gender equality in terms 
of fairness and women’s wellbeing, there is another justi-
fication for women’s economic empowerment that 
should concern even the most hard-nosed money-coun-
ter. It is about economic efficiency, productivity and 
growth, and the vast amounts of wasted female poten-
tial—for the individual, the household and the wider 
economy. Instead of worrying about the cost of equality, 
we should be worrying about the cost of inequality.
  So that is the message of this book. Sally Spear, Vice-
Chair of the Women’s Advisory Council at pro-UN 
charity UNA, has put it simply: ‘gender equality is not 
an optional extra, it is a necessity’. If nothing else, it is 
justified by narrow economic productivity criteria alone, 
moving our economies nearer to optimal equilibrium. 
But this equilibrium does not arise naturally in our free-
market system, so more forceful intervention in shaping 
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markets is now desperately needed to deal with that 
inequality—one big market failure. Capitalist systems, 
left to themselves, cannot easily produce equality, let 
alone gender equality. It is not their nature or their aim.

What does the world need?

This fact brings us to an obvious question. If capitalism 
consistently fails to deliver gender equality when left to 
its own devices, perhaps the problem is with capitalism 
itself ? It seems that more socialist states have got consid-
erably closer to equality for women in the past. For 
much of the postwar period, a large percentage of Soviet 
women, particularly in Russia, were able (and expected) 
to work; they had access to free childcare; and they 
received good education and training. They were treated 
as legal equals in marriage and did better financially after 
a divorce than their Western female counterparts.1 In 
Warsaw Pact countries, male chauvinism was widely seen 
as a remnant of the pre-socialist era.1 The Eastern Bloc 
countries seemed to recognise the market failure that 
gender inequality would represent; and this has left a 
legacy. Although wage disparities were certainly preva-
lent during the Cold War, larger numbers of women east 
of the Iron Curtain were in leadership positions than 
their Western counterparts. I saw this with my own eyes 
when working in former Eastern Europe and Russia 
shortly after the Berlin Wall came down. I was there to 
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produce privatisation strategies for state-owned firms, 
and I was pleasantly surprised to find that many of the 
senior people I dealt with were women.
  But the answer is not to advocate communism—to 
be sure, women in the Soviet Union, in addition to 
working hard, had to struggle every day for food and 
basic necessities. They did not necessarily enjoy a better 
life than their sisters in the West. And in practice, of 
course, women were often paid less than men, and were 
simply expected to do their salaried job as well as, not 
instead of, performing the household duties. There were 
particular periods in the twentieth century when patri-
archy aggressively reasserted itself. Rainer Zitelmann’s 
book The Power of Capitalism argues that, in fact, the 
evidence of the last 70 years shows that ‘more capitalism 
means greater prosperity’. This was certainly adopted in 
post-communist Eastern Europe, and there is no doubt 
that the move towards liberalising the economy in 
China since the Deng Xiaoping era has lifted hundreds 
of millions out of poverty.
  That said, it has also brought huge inequality. We 
have seen the rise of oligarchs in a number of former 
Eastern Bloc countries, and inequality has risen hugely 
in China. Across the capitalist world, top CEO rewards, 
often not connected to performance, have been discred-
iting the system. The huge salaries of CEOs of large 
companies have been augmented by bonuses and share 
options, whose value has been rising as companies 
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increasingly use their resources to buy back their own 
shares, rather than investing in the company in a way 
that shapes its future. As John Kay notes in Other People’s 
Money (2016), people are less concerned about the take-
home pay of footballers or Bill Gates, as they believe that 
exceptional talent should be exceptionally rewarded. But 
many CEOs have average talent and, as Kay says, ‘ine-
quality which seems unconnected to deserts is particu-
larly corrosive’.2 As we will see, this is so for the 
underpaid (women) just as much as for the overpaid 
(men). So capitalism, yes, but there is more than one 
kind of capitalism. We know that socialised capitalism 
has proven more than capable in the past of correcting 
market failures for the benefit of society and the econ-
omy, and there is no reason why it should not do so 
again. We just need to wake up to the reality that such 
course correction will not necessarily be automatic; it 
will, in most cases, require substantial, sustained and 
sincere extra efforts at intervention.
  We saw in the Introduction that the World Economic 
Forum has predicted it will take a century to achieve 
gender equality, based on current or recent trends of 
progress. But it seems the WEF is now worried that even 
this depressing estimate is too optimistic. Its 2017 report 
found that the preceding twelve months had actually 
seen some reversal in previous gains for women. The top 
places in the WEF ranking for gender equality were 
occupied by Scandinavian countries: Iceland came first, 
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followed by Norway and Finland. Sweden came 5th. 
Among the larger European countries, France was 11th 
and Germany 12th. The UK ranked 15th. The United 
States did not appear in the top 20.3 Targets for gender 
equality were of course part of the Millennium 
Development Goals, a set of international goals agreed 
upon at the UN in 2000, to be achieved by 2015. Goal 
3, to ‘promote gender equality and empower women’, 
was aimed at reducing the gender disparity in access to 
primary and secondary education; improving the disad-
vantageous situation of women in waged employment 
outside the agricultural sector; and addressing the poor 
representation of women in power. But as Marianne 
Haslegrave, Director of the Commonwealth Medical 
Trust, pointed out in a letter to The Economist in April 
2015, these did not go far enough. The new Sustainable 
Development Goals, agreed in 2015 for achievement by 
2030, go further. Goal 5 ‘will cover discrimination 
against women, violence against women and girls, child, 
early and forced marriage, unpaid care and domestic 
work, women’s participation in decision-making; and 
their sexual and reproductive health and reproductive 
rights.’4 As Haslegrave put it:

This new development agenda is universal; it is to apply 
to all countries and all people. It is not a bureaucratic 
process that is ‘out of control’. Women and girls make 
up more than half the world’s population and have a 
right to this agenda for the achievement of gender 
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equality in the next 15 years. These targets truly aim to 
‘leave no one behind’.

Of course, many of the other Millennium and Global 
Sustainable goals will hopefully also contribute to 
achieving gender equality, in the economy and beyond. 
But the omens are not good in relation to pay. Just 
before its January 2019 meeting in Davos, the World 
Economic Forum worried that it would take some 202 
years to close the global pay gap between men and 
women, because the gap is so vast and the pace of change 
so slow. Although the pay gap had narrowed slightly, the 
overall concern was that the improvement appeared to 
be stalling. Saadia Zahidi, the WEF’s Head of Education, 
Gender and Work, cautioned that ‘The future of our 
labour market may not be as equal as the trajectory we 
thought we were on.’ The research suggested that women 
across the world were paid on average just 63% of what 
men earn, with no country paying women more. 
Intriguingly, Laos, in south-east Asia, appeared to be the 
closest to men and women having achieved pay equal-
ity—the gap there is just 9%. But this may in fact be 
more of a relic of its socialist/communist past than a 
sign of hope for today’s undisputed capitalism.
  Capitalism in its current form can go unchallenged 
no longer. For those filled with horror at the idea of us 
taking up socialism in order to achieve Sustainable 
Development Goal 5, the responsibility and challenge is 
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on them to show that such a step is unnecessary, because 
instead socialised capitalism can and will do more.

What exactly is the ‘gender pay gap’? And why does it 
matter?

There has been much conversation—and rightful out-
rage—in recent years about the pay gap, but how many of 
us know off the top of our heads what it actually repre-
sents? The gender pay gap is measured by the difference 
between representative measures of male and female 
earnings from employment, usually expressed as a pro-
portion of male employment earnings. But it is not a 
perfect comparison. The pay gap relates to hourly wages, 
but the gap in overall earnings is actually about twice as 
big as the gap in hourly earnings, because women are 
more likely to work part time. For reasons we’ll explore 
in Part 2 of this book, 41% of women in the UK work 
part time, compared with just 13% of men. Similarly, 
pension contributions are smaller and fewer for those 
whose paid work time is shorter, again impacting wom-
en’s prosperity in later life, due to their over-representa-
tion in part-time work. Moreover, the gender pay gap 
looks only at pay, but household income and household 
chores are not evenly split—the evidence shows that both 
are on average in favour of men. All of which is to say that 
the overall real ‘earnings to work’ gender gap is much, 
much bigger than the pay gap can show.
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  What the gender pay gap looks like depends on 
which kind of average you use to measure it. The more 
commonly used measure is the median, which is calcu-
lated by laying out all the hourly wages earned by 
women working full time, from the lowest to the high-
est, and then selecting the hourly wage right in the mid-
dle: the median figure. It then does the same for men, 
and finds the median figure for them. The median pay 
gap is the difference between the two numbers, as a per-
centage of median gross hourly earnings (excluding 
overtime) for men. By this measure, which excludes 
non-paid work, Britain’s median pay gap has fallen from 
just over 17% in 1997 to slightly under 9% in 2018.5 
On the face of it, this is very good news—but it isn’t the 
full story. The other way of measuring the pay gap is by 
establishing a mean, or average, gap, adding together 
the wages of all employees, then dividing the total by 
the number of workers in each group. Using the mean, 
the UK’s pay gap, for example, is at around 14% for the 
fully employed, and has been stuck there for a number 
of years.6

  The reason why the mean gap is bigger than the 
median gap is that it tells us a great deal more about the 
distribution of wages, and specifically the greater number 
of men in senior positions, dwarfing that of women on 
high salaries. And even on median pay, women (accord-
ing to the ONS) earn less than men in all major occupa-
tional areas, despite overall progress. What is more, 
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women are over-represented in part-time work, which is 
generally lower-paid, and men are over-represented in 
overtime work, which is paid at a higher rate than con-
tracted hours. If we include overtime hours, the median 
full-time pay gap rises to 19%. Even if we exclude over-
time, the median difference in hourly wages between all 
workers (both male and female, full-time and part-time) 
is about 18%.7 If we separate part- and full-time work, the 
median gap between hourly pay for the two types of 
work is a shocking 35%.8 In 2018 the average hourly rate 
for part-time work was £9.36, compared with £14.31 for 
full-time jobs excluding overtime.
  Looking at OECD figures for 2017 (see Appendix, 
Fig. 1), we find that in Europe the greatest median salary 
gaps in 2017 were in Estonia (almost 27%), the Czech 
Republic (23%), Germany (22%), and the UK and 
Austria (both 21%). Analysis by Market Inspector con-
cluded that the UK figure reflected the fact that very few 
women work in the higher-paid science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM) sectors, and 
many more work in part-time jobs.9 The gender pay gap 
is much smaller in low-paid occupations such as clerical 
support work, services and sales. The situation for 
women in management and senior management posi-
tions across Europe is also worrying: in 2017 female 
hourly wages at those levels were on average 23% lower.
  As the French newspaper Le Figaro points out, 
although the gap has narrowed on average—from 17.7% 
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in 2000 to 14.5% in 2010 across the OECD—in recent 
years it has barely moved. In 2016, six years later, it had 
only further reduced by 0.7%, to 13.8%.10 Data for 2017 
suggests that in many countries the task of bringing this 
gap down has stalled. In the US and UK, the pay gap 
halved from the 1970s to the 2000s, but has been more 
or less static since. This grinding to a halt has not been 
specific to any one region. In 2017 South Korea 
remained at the top, or rather the bottom, of the 
OECD’s league table, with a median pay gap of 34.6%, 
falling from just 36.7% the previous year. Estonia had 
the second-worst gap (28.3%), followed by Japan 
(24.5%), Chile and Latvia (21.1%), Israel (19.3%) and 
then Canada and the US (18.2%). But EU countries that 
were worst hit by the global financial crisis, and which 
have seen huge job losses, are showing some of the small-
est pay gaps (4.5% in Greece and 5.6% in Italy). There 
the pain was shared by all.
  As we know, though, there is more to it than just the 
overall pay gap. The World Economic Forum has 
addressed this by creating an index that augments the 
wage gap using wage data, level of education, economic 
participation and opportunity, health and political 
empowerment. The highest possible score is 1 (equality) 
and the lowest score 0 (inequality). No country passed 
the 0.9 mark, and only five countries scored 0.8 or better 
(Iceland, Finland, Norway and Sweden were the top 
four). The UK was 20th and the US 45th; right at the bot-
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tom came Iran, Chad, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Pakistan, and 
Yemen in last place with a score of 0.516. As Business 
Insider commented, ‘If nothing else, it’s a reminder that 
the wage gap is just one aspect of gender-based inequal-
ity, and there’s still a lot of work to be done in terms of 
gender equality.’11 Even if we focus specifically on eco-
nomic inequality, there are plenty of things going on 
beyond the basic pay gap.
  For example, French women in 2015 were collecting 
some 18.6% less in average salary than men—but in 
managerial positions the gap widened to 20%. Across 
the OECD, women are much more likely to end up in 
poverty, because on average they do more work part-
time. In France, 30% of women work part-time, as 
against just 8% of men. There are similar trends in many 
countries. A study using the US National Longitudinal 
Survey finds that part-time work and lesser work experi-
ence, because of motherhood or other caring responsi-
bilities, accounts for some 40% of the wage gap. In short, 
on average, women end up doing low-paid jobs and are 
less likely to progress professionally than men with simi-
lar skills.12

  Again, what you measure matters. The French statis-
tics office (INSEE) looks separately at developments in 
the private sector—something not done with such preci-
sion in most countries, which tend to lump it all together. 
France therefore offers an interesting example of firms’ 
attitudes towards women when not under the watchful 
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eye of public-sector administrators, who generally have 
to pursue more stringent targets or quotas. INSEE’s latest 
figures covered the period 1995 to 2015, and are rather 
worrying. In 2015 the private-sector gap in salaries, irre-
spective of industry and number of hours worked, was at 
23.7%. The gap in earnings for men and women working 
full time was 18.7%. Of course, that does not differenti-
ate between skill levels. The gap between men and 
women working the same hours and with similar skills 
was smaller, at 9%. But the gap was also wider the higher 
up a woman was in an organisation. For administrators, 
the gap in monthly salary was 20%.13

  The gap also increases the more educated a French 
woman is. At the top of education—that is, among peo-
ple in France with a Baccalaureate and at least 3 more 
years’ education (e.g. a bachelor’s degree)—INSEE 
found that the average annual salary for women was over 
30% less than the average for men. This is because moth-
erhood intervenes, and for highly qualified and senior 
women, the loss in salary is highest, and difficult to 
recover when they eventually go back to work, often at a 
level below their skills or only part-time. When women 
have children, their average take-home pay goes down, 
and stays down—whereas that of a man continually 
improves, regardless of parenthood. By the age of 45, the 
hourly wage gap between French mothers and fathers 
increases to 25%.
  It is not difficult to understand why. According to 
figures published in Le Figaro, after children are born, 
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eight times more mothers than fathers in France work 
part-time, with the obvious consequences for their 
earnings.14 And that does not take into account the 
resulting pensions inequality. Again, using France as 
proxy of what happens in the Eurozone, on average 
women retire from work one year later than men, yet 
their pension is a whopping 42% lower—presumably as 
a result of having worked thousands fewer hours, due 
to childcare or other responsibilities deemed to be 
‘women’s work’.
  It is not very different in the UK.  Paul Johnson of the 
Institute for Fiscal Studies has identified the effects on 
earnings of the disruption caused by motherhood. He 
calculates the average weekly earnings gap throughout a 
woman’s career as 30%. This translates to a shocking fact: 
according to a 2018 report by the Chartered Insurance 
Institute, the average pension wealth of a woman aged 
62 to 65 was £35,700, which is just 20% the average 
worth of a man’s pension at the same age.15 The state 
pension at least tries to balance this out a bit, but pri-
vate-sector occupational pension schemes, on which 
many depend, only work on the basis of contributions—
so women lose out if they take time off or are working in 
lower-paid occupations. In these circumstances, it is 
understandable that women’s groups in the UK are tak-
ing action against the government for having increased 
the female state pension age to 65, retrospectively and 
with very little warning. In effect this is forcing many 
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women to carry on working for longer than they would 
wish (and longer than men), as their occupational 
schemes alone wouldn’t provide them with a large 
enough income to prevent them from sinking into pov-
erty on retirement.

The value of ‘women’s work’

A large part of the problem is that women work more 
hours than men, across both the developed and the 
developing world. If this confuses you, after our explora-
tion of women’s loss of earnings due to maternity leave 
and part-time work, the explanation is simple: women 
do more work, but a lot of that work is either grossly 
undervalued or entirely unpaid. The following chart uses 
data from UN Women, the UN entity dedicated to gen-
der equality and women’s empowerment, as well as 
national surveys from 1998 to 2013.16 It shows that, in 
every part of the world, women do more work than men, 
both paid and unpaid.
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  We know that the more time one spends on unpaid 
work, the more difficult it is to move nearer to the pay of 
those who are gathering skills and experience in the 
workplace. That is disproportionately the men, while the 
women nurture, look after the house or children or 
elderly parents, get involved in worthy but unpaid char-
ity work to make up for the state’s deficiencies, or engage 
in low-paid part-time work that is easier to fit in with 
the rest of their obligations. A recent study in Australia 
showed that women undertake 72% of all unpaid 
work—mostly childcare and care for elderly relatives. In 
Sydney alone, 40% of women work as unpaid carers. The 
Australian Bureau of Statistics calculated in 2006 that 
the replacement cost of this unpaid labour would be 
some 43.5% of GDP, a staggering figure. Looking at the 
wider opportunity cost, for individuals and for the coun-
try, the amount came to an even greater 57.1% of GDP.
  The ONS reports that, each week, UK women do 
60% more unpaid hours of work than men.17 The 
OECD18 has calculated that, across the G7 countries, 
using a number of methods that arrive at more or less the 
same broad numbers, the imputed monetary value of 
household chores is significant. Under one such meas-
ure, the replacement cost—what you would have to pay 
someone to do the same household chores—would vary 
from 11.5% of GDP in Canada to 23.7% in Italy. If we 
look at the opportunity cost—extra money that could 
be earned by those freed from such chores—the impact 
on GDP would be 41.1% in Canada and as high as 
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66.4% in Germany. In most countries, as in the UK, this 
work is mostly done by women.

  In a 2019 BBC radio programme, Mary Ann Sieghart 
explored the issue of this ‘real pay gap’, looking at the real 
cost and value of unpaid work.19 The programme 
referred to 2017 ONS data, which measured total 
unpaid work—but the ONS does not include this data 
in official GDP estimates. GDP, as calculated every-
where, overwhelmingly only allows for production and 
consumption for which a price is paid. It registers zero 
when no payment takes place. As a result, GDP fig-
ures—by which we measure a national economy—do 
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not include the output of those outside the official 
labour force, or the opportunity cost of unpaid work—
what women could be doing, and being paid for, if they 
were not so burdened by so-called ‘women’s work’. The 
ONS calculation in 2016 was that such unpaid work in 
the UK is equivalent to over £1 trillion.20

  It was a fascinating programme. As soon as it finished 
Belinda Phipps, ex-Chair of the Fawcett Society, sent me 
this text:

They must have had a microphone in my house listening 
to the many times I have tried to explain to children and 
man that there is actual domestic work, there is planning 
the work and there is keeping the emotions sorted. 
NONE OF WHICH IS NOTICED OR PAID (yes shout-
ing) and is not counted in GDP and the vast majority of 
it falls to the female in a heterosexual partnership.
It means your brain is full so to do a paid job you have to 
be superwoman (✔), you have to be able to manage on 
little sleep (✔) and you have to be very very determined 
(✔) and despite the ball and chain fastened around the 
legs of most women they still do fabulous things at work 
too even though they are heavily discriminated against 
there and paid less too!!!!
Where were the women when the GDP rules were 
drawn up …. yep …. absent I bet … that’s why women 
need to be there when decisions are taken.
Let’s play it over the loudspeaker on every train, at every 
football match etc until all those of the male persuasion 
get it.
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The gender stereotype of the weak and incapable 
woman is absolute nonsense designed to keep us in that 
free work second class citizen place.

The opportunity cost for women is not just in terms of 
careers and promotions. As we’ve seen, it affects pen-
sions, and forces women on average into a life of greater 
hardship than for men. It would be different, of course, 
if they were properly recompensed for all the work they 
do at home for free and for their caring activities in the 
community. The problem is that the value to society of 
childcare provision and care for dependents is not prop-
erly weighted by market mechanisms. I would also argue 
that, when women do get paid to provide social and 
other care on behalf of the state, the remuneration for 
that work is well below its true value to society. Again, 
feminists have highlighted this anomaly.
  The pay that women generally receive for delivering 
state social and other care services (and it is mainly 
women working in that sector) does not accurately reflect 
the value society really needs to be attaching to these ser-
vices. This is hardly surprising if women’s pay in such areas 
is dictated by big, powerful monopsonies (dominant 
employers of a certain type of labour, like the UK’s 
National Health Service), which are tasked by the state 
with keeping costs down—particularly in a period of aus-
terity, which the UK was only just hesitantly coming out 
of at the end of the 2010s. Why are these caring jobs, by 
dint of the fact that they are done mostly by women, rela-
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tively low-paid? Why are UK nurses, for example—paid 
for by the state—or cleaners for local councils valued less 
than, say, rubbish collectors? In 2015, women cleaners in 
Birmingham won a pay discrimination case against the 
local authority; the mostly male rubbish collectors were 
being paid more than twice as much.

Women’s lack of seniority

Many UK firms have defended their pay gap since 2018 
on the basis that it is due to women’s under-representa-
tion at senior levels, and they are not wrong about that. 
When you look at corporate board representation, the 
picture is stark, even in previously socialist countries: in 
2017, just 7% of board members in publicly listed 
Russian companies were women. In the same year the 
Czech Republic was at 8.2%, Estonia at 7.4%, Lithuania 
at 14.3%, Hungary at 14.5% and Slovakia at 15.1%. 
There were slightly better figures for Poland (20.1%), 
Slovenia (22.6%) and Latvia (28.8%), and even better in 
Finland (32.2%) and France (43.4%), both countries 
where much effort is being made to increase women’s 
board representation. But the former Eastern Bloc looks 
to be doing very well when contrasted with other coun-
tries where women’s progress is really lagging behind, for 
cultural and other reasons. Just 5.3% of board members 
in Japan were women, and South Korea was even worse 
at 2.1%.21 Nevertheless, progress has been far from good 
enough in Europe’s formerly communist states.
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  Further down than board level, however, the picture 
is better. It seems that the old regime’s expectation that 
women should have equal rights may have survived the 
transition to free-market economies. Rankings for 2018 
by Grant Thornton suggest that these countries are actu-
ally ahead of the game, with 87% of the businesses it 
surveyed reporting at least one woman in senior man-
agement, compared with 73% in the EU as a whole. 
Some 36% of all senior roles in business were held by 
women in the former Eastern Bloc, against the EU-wide 
figure of 27%. Again we can compare this with Japan, 
where, despite targets to improve gender balance, just 
5% of senior positions were held by women.22

100% have at least one female director

35.4% of non-executive directors are women

32% have at least one third women directors

29% of directorship are held by women

22%  have executive directors who are women

9.7 % of executive directors are women
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FTSE 100 boards

Source: Cranfield University/Guardian Graphic, 2018.

Women’s UK board representation, showing women non-
executive directors at a record ‘high’
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  Of course, much depends on your definition of ‘sen-
iority’. The number of senior executive posts held by 
women on UK boards was still only just above 9% in 
2017, up by just 3% from ten years ago, even though 
a  wider definition of ‘director’ within companies 
makes  that figure a more respectable 29% for FTSE 
100 companies.23

  At least on boards concerted action has resulted in 
some progress, with lots of government push and part-
nerships with the private sector. The UK’s 2015 Davies 
Review encouraged firms in the FTSE 100 to achieve 
33% representation by 2020. On current progress, the 
target may well be met early. By 2017, the percentage of 
women on UK boards had already risen to 28% and is 
now hovering around 30%, mostly due to the appoint-
ment of women non-executive directors, many of whom 
hold multiple board positions across various companies, 
rather than the positions of executive chairs, CEOs or 
finance directors. But other European countries are 
doing better. By 2015, Norway already had 47% wom-
en’s representation on boards, France and Sweden were 
at 34%, and even Italy had 31%; the UK was then at 
21%.24 In any case, the trend is upwards.
  But boards are not the only story, and not the most 
important one. It is really what happens further down 
that matters. In 2016, a Credit Suisse ‘Gender 3000’ 
report, looking at gender diversity across the 3,000 firms 
the bank analyses globally, found that women were 
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severely lacking in top management positions overall.25 
Credit Suisse found no clear correlation between the 
numbers of women on boards and the numbers of 
women in management positions. If anything, the 
appointment of women on boards may be draining 
female talent away from senior management. We cer-
tainly see this phenomenon in the UK: senior women 
become serial non-executive directors, reducing the avail-
ability of women for senior management positions.
  We know that globally only 3.6% of CEOs are 
women. We also know that in 2018 some 24% of global 
firms had no women in senior management roles, a fall 
from 25% the year before, according to research by 
Grant Thornton.26 So board representation has probably 
been the wrong thing to tackle. No surprise, therefore, 
that even in Norway—where a quota system for boards 
has long been in place, with penalties for non-compli-
ance—only 7% of top company bosses are women. In 
France, where a quota system had also been introduced, 
the figure is just 2%. Even though Norway’s representa-
tion is higher, both countries have made slower progress 
than the quota-free US (now 5%) and Germany (6%), 
where, as in Spain and the Netherlands, there are quotas 
but no sanctions.27 Other countries such as Italy and 
Belgium also have quotas for boards of between 30% 
and 40%, and companies can be fined, dissolved or have 
payments to existing board directors frozen—yet when 
we look at the different roles on boards, women make up 
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a poor percentage of senior executives in management, 
rather than external non-executive directors.
  This reinforces an argument I have already made in 
a previous book: that there should be quotas not for 
boards, but for senior executive positions instead.28 
Indeed, the Credit Suisse analysis that linked compa-
nies’ performance with their management structure 
pointed out:

gender diversity on both boards and particularly senior 
management is a tremendous benefit to companies and 
their shareholders. Management manages companies, 
while boards supervise them … To understand the full 
impact of gender diversity, we need to focus on man-
agement … The data shows that there is a strong correla-
tion between companies with high levels of diversity in 
management and their performance.

In 2016, for example, the UK could boast just seven 
female CEOs of FTSE 100 companies, and only ten 
women CFOs (chief financial officers); two years later, 
analysis by the Cranfield School of Management found 
little progress in top companies and a worrying drop in 
women’s participation on company boards in the FTSE 
250—from 38 women occupying full-time executive 
positions to just 30. In the FTSE 250, there were just 6 
women CEOs and 19 CFOs, just 6.4% of the total. It 
found no progress over a four-year period in the number 
of women executive directors on boards.29 This matters 
especially because women in these roles are perceived to 
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be providing the pipeline for senior roles in larger firms. 
Without quotas, it seems, these executive roles are not 
opening up for women. Germany has just achieved 39% 
female representation on supervisory boards of DAX 
companies, through quota enforcement, but if you look 
one level below—at the executive boards, where quotas 
do not apply—suddenly women make up less than 10% 
of the total.
  There is clearly a great deal to be done to improve 
women’s pathways to senior executive positions. The pres-
ence of one or two female board members, though 
undoubtedly a positive sign, is unlikely to achieve much in 
terms of fundamentally changing internal organisational 
culture and bias. Not all agree with this view: Melanie 
Richards of KPMG believes that boards and senior direc-
tor female representation can help to reinforce a message. 
Maybe this is so. In one sign of progress, the government-
commissioned Hampton-Alexander Review was set up in 
2016 to look at ways to improve British women’s represen-
tation in both senior executive and board positions. The 
prompt for this step was the evidence, accepted by the 
government and incorporated into its modern ‘Industrial 
Strategy’, that bridging the UK’s gender pay gap could add 
some £150 billion to the economy by 2025. But the 
Review’s 2018 interim report revealed dangerous compla-
cency in Britain’s boardrooms.
  Despite all the positive noise coming from businesses 
following the first annual publication of pay gaps in 
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April that year, the Review found a continuous bias 
against appointing female board members. Some of the 
reactions of organisations responding to the Review’s 
authors were astounding and included statements like:

1. � ‘I don’t think women fit comfortably into the board 
environment’

2. � ‘There aren’t that many women with the right creden-
tials and depth of experience to sit on the board—the 
issues covered are extremely complex’

3. � ‘Most women don’t want the hassle or pressure of 
sitting on a board’

4. � ‘Shareholders just aren’t interested in the make-up of 
the board, so why should we be?’

5. � ‘My other board colleagues wouldn’t want to appoint 
a woman on our board’

6. � ‘All the “good” women have already been snapped 
up.’

Worryingly, a number of the people interviewed belie
ved that the existence of one female board member 
meant that they had done their bit and could carry on 
with business as usual.30

  It is certainly not the case that women are less ambi-
tious, or that they can’t handle complex issues, as some 
male chairmen obviously still believe. But their condi-
tioning as they grow up, in terms of how they are per-
ceived and what is expected of them, plays a big part in 
how women strive for success in later life. By contrast, a 
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recent study compared the attitudes of Chinese women 
who grew up under the ‘properly’ communist regime, 
which emphasised gender equality, with those who grew 
up during the post-1978 reform era or in capitalist 
Taiwan. It found that the women who had been exposed 
to strong messages of gender equality, even for a short 
period, were generally more determined to progress and 
more competitive in their dealings with others.31 The 
conclusion? Cultures and institutions that support 
women’s endeavours and women’s equality strongly 
influence women’s willingness or ability to compete with 
men—and with each other!
  Why has the capitalist system produced so few senior 
women? Why has it left so many others in lower-paid 
jobs? In part it is because, as we’ve already seen, the system 
encourages short-termism. The need for quick returns and 
the rush to produce as cheaply as possible to beat the com-
petition mitigates against investors and managers worry-
ing about the long-term sustainability of their business. 
All too often they fail to undertake the type of long-term 
investment in the working environment that would be 
required to render a place attractive and accommodating 
for women to work in the longer term—particularly, an 
environment that supports talented women who want to 
return to work after having children, by offering them the 
potential to travel as far up an organisation as their capa-
bilities will take them. But this is not serving the aims and 
principles of capitalism: it is undermining them. It 
amounts to an enormous market failure.
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What exactly is a market failure?

Capitalism works on a basis of demand and supply. 
This is as opposed to communism, for example, 
whereby the state decides the demand and controls the 
supply accordingly. A demand and supply system 
depends on the price mechanism to best allocate 
resources to produce a good or service. This means that 
capitalism will fail to end up with an optimal equilib-
rium if there are failures in the system that disrupt flow 
of information to producers, or failures that disrupt or 
impede the inputs that go into the production process. 
For instance, if women are obstructed from returning 
to work after giving birth, then this is obstructing opti-
mal production. This means markets are not function-
ing as they should.
  Often, market failures arise because there are broader 
values or costs involved in production, which would 
need to be considered to allow proper reflection of these 
factors in market outcomes. The problem is that they are 
external to the price mechanism that drives market deci-
sions, which means that their positive or negative value 
does not factor into the market’s equation. These are 
known as ‘externalities’—factors beyond ‘pure economy’ 
that nevertheless have an economic impact. They can be 
positive or negative. One example of an important exter-
nality is the harm done to the environment and human 
health by pollution and climate change, but the price of 
fossil fuels tends not to reflect this negative impact, 
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because it is difficult to capture via market mechanisms. 
Thus government intervention is needed to sort it out.
  Gender inequality is also a market failure, resulting 
from inability to take into account the externalities (the 
broader impacts) of women’s unequal participation in the 
labour market. Women are a valuable resource, whose 
true value is not understood or reflected in market prices, 
resulting in inefficiency. In fact, economists have a very 
precise definition of this type of inefficiency, called 
‘Pareto inefficiency’. Named after the Italian economist 
Vilfredo Pareto, Pareto inefficiency describes a situation 
where there is potential to improve overall welfare with-
out anyone losing out, but it is not acted on. A ‘free gift’ 
of potential extra welfare is left as no more than that—
potential. For example, by ensuring that people move to 
their most productive use, not only are their incomes 
increased but they can now pay more taxes to ensure that 
others can be made better-off. When the gift is not taken, 
this is called a ‘deadweight loss’ in economics.
  The opposite, naturally, is Pareto efficiency: an opti-
mal situation of resource allocation where nobody can 
be made better-off without somebody else losing out. All 
potential benefits have been extracted, and any further 
individual gains can only be made at the expense of oth-
ers. Market failure decreases the total benefit gained, and 
so the economy in question would no longer be operat-
ing at optimal efficiency. But these externalities—the 
true short- and long-term costs of further production to 
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other individuals, the environment or the wider econ-
omy—can be obscured. Thus the positive externalities of 
improving women’s economic inequality, and the nega-
tive externalities of failing to do so, are not taken into 
account by decision-makers. Gender equality is on a par 
with corporate social responsibility or sustainability: 
there is a big consensus that acting in accordance with 
these principles makes excellent long-term business 
sense, but the majority of firms simply won’t do it unless 
they are pushed. This is because the market signals that 
exist do not encourage them to act, failing to fully cor-
rect the imbalance that exists. There is a woeful societal 
and policy blind spot about the enormous gains in effi-
ciency and growth that would result from full or even 
better gender equality.
  How women’s work is valued and remunerated (or 
not) is just one part of this market failure. The persis-
tence of a gender pay gap and of unequal access to the 
labour market can be called the ‘proxy indicators’ of the 
market failure—the ways it manifests, with substantially 
suboptimal outcomes across a wide range of areas for 
society as a whole. In many aspects of women’s lives, the 
way they are perceived acts against them, made worse by 
widespread bias, both conscious and unconscious. There 
is only one way to fix this, and it is not trying to persuade 
businesses or individuals to change their attitudes: mar-
ket failures, by their nature, usually require intervention 
to be corrected. If a free-market economy could make 
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such corrections ‘by itself ’ with the mystical power of 
‘market forces’, then restrictions on women’s labour sup-
ply—or withdrawal of women’s labour due to caring 
commitments, for example—would cause women’s over-
all wages to go up, due to a scarcity of resources. Or, 
from the opposite end of the spectrum, if women are 
indeed commanding a lower wage than the men for 
similar work in the same sector, then surely this would 
lead them to leave their current work in order to seek 
employment in higher-paid areas or sectors—this would 
also provoke a wage rise for women over time in the sec-
tors they have been exiting.
  But Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ seems not to oper-
ate here. Pay gaps remain, as we have seen, because of the 
persistence of obstacles to women’s labour force partici-
pation. Across a wide variety of roles and professions, 
the odds are stacked against women, who do not com-
pete like-with-like. This is another market failure: imper-
fect competition, allowing rents (‘windfall gains’) to be 
earned by men in a disproportionate or suboptimal 
allocation of resources. For the men who worry about 
women competing with them and taking their jobs, one 
can look as far back as the splendid Sidney Webb, who 
looked at the alleged differences between men’s and 
women’s wages in 1881. He found that even when 
women were competing with lower wages in a particular 
sector, then men tended to leave that sector and find 
plenty of new employment elsewhere.32 This misconcep-
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tion that there is a fixed and finite amount of work avail-
able in an economy is known as the lump of labour 
fallacy, and it was exposed as a fallacy from an early age. 
Doesn’t this mean that women, too, are free to seek a 
better deal elsewhere? Sadly not—even in the late nine-
teenth century, Webb’s analysis suggested that women 
stay in those low-paid jobs for longer than men, who 
tend to be more mobile—something that has changed 
little through the ages, for all of the reasons outlined 
above. Norms, unconscious biases and all sorts of other 
restrictions affect women’s work, and the added value of 
their contributions is not fully recognised. And so we’re 
stuck with Pareto inefficiency, unless and until there is 
intervention to fix it.
  Of course, there are vociferous people on the right of 
economic and political thinking who believe that market 
failures don’t exist—except when the government inter-
venes and distorts the market, so-called ‘government 
failures’. There are also more centre-left economists like 
Mariana Mazzucato, who believe that we go too far in 
teaching civil servants to focus on market failure as the 
only reason for intervening, when in fact there is so much 
more to do to shape the economy.33 We all know, after all, 
that governments can have a powerful role in reshaping 
markets where such market failures arise. In other words, 
we needn’t just stand by while the market failures develop 
in the first place. Government action should lead by 
example, by taking into account the externalities which 
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the markets aren’t capturing. It should weigh properly the 
considerable fiscal costs of current gender inequality, 
which makes unpaid domestic labourers of potential tax-
payers. This can be seen in other fields too; for example, 
in the externalities of damage to the environment caused 
by our extraction and consumption of fossil fuels, and the 
inability of markets to weigh in those externalities in the 
price we currently pay for energy.
  All the evidence suggests that a better use of women’s 
skills should improve productivity in the workplace and 
add to a country’s GDP.  This is true across the globe and 
applies equally to the developed and developing worlds. 
In India, for example, only 14% of women are in top 
management positions. In his paper for the International 
Research Journal of Interdisciplinary & Multidisciplinary 
Studies, Dr  Shankar argues that women leaders ‘have an 
enormous potential to influence the way people live and 
work by promoting better management practices and a 
better balance between work and family life’. In Europe, 
work done during the Swedish presidency of the 
European Union as far back as 2009 calculated that 
GDP would be some 27% higher across the EU if the 
region achieved true gender equality.34 Below the state 
level, numerous studies since have shown the benefits for 
firms, such as better brand value, improved productivity, 
better retention, higher workplace innovation and better 
returns on investment.
  Faster growth and a more prosperous society overall 
would of course allow lots of money to be recycled 
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towards better pay for those who perform the ‘lowly’ 
services of domestic and caring work, and to cover the 
costs of childcare. Childcare is one of the main ways in 
which the costs of motherhood alter and cripple wom-
en’s career paths. This denies to the economy women’s 
full potential as human capital, due to their loss of 
investment in knowledge and skills and of paid work 
experience. Without corrective intervention, the pricing 
mechanism works against women, which values highly 
those ‘years of service’. It deprives the economy of 
growth that would provide benefits over and above the 
costs of paying for greater economic equality. And it 
deprives women of the empowerment to earn well, reach 
top positions and make their voices heard. So long as 
that is the case, there will be a market failure in need of 
correction, not just for the sake of individual women or 
even womankind, but for the economy to become more 
productive and for better decisions to be made.
  And yet the advocates of capitalism are not asking for 
more interference; they are asking for less. While accept-
ing that the current system in much of the developed 
world is a mixed one, where the state has an important 
role, they still believe that the pendulum has swung too 
far in favour of ‘big government’. This reluctance to let 
the state make real change, whether to address gender 
inequality or for any other reason, does not follow the 
‘rules’ of how market capitalism was designed to work. 
In the case of women’s inequality, it also seems to fly in 
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the face of practical economic sense, as we will see in the 
next section.

Women’s equality and economic growth: can we see a 
clear link?

Many studies have tried to link women’s empowerment 
and economic development. Earlier analysis had not 
found direct causalities one way or another, but had 
agreed that there is a circularity and interdependence. In 
other words, economic development tends on balance to 
bring with it greater women’s empowerment, but eco-
nomic empowerment resulting in more women making 
decisions also has a direct impact on economic develop-
ment.35 More recent dynamic empirical studies, con-
ducted in the twenty-first century, have come to the 
same conclusion more forcefully: that economic 
empowerment makes a direct difference to economic 
development.36 Anything that prevents women from 
contributing their economic potential restricts growth—
and so anything enabling them to reach that potential 
will enhance growth.
  A 2018 working paper by the IMF found that the 
welfare and GDP costs of restricting women’s labour 
force participation are greater than was originally 
thought—increasing the urgency of change—and that 
the benefits of reducing these costs are substantial. 
Barriers to women’s participation at present were esti-
mated as equivalent to something like an average 4% 
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extra tax on female labour in Europe and Central Asia. 
High, but nothing like the staggering 53% average in the 
Middle East and North Africa. Removing those barriers 
would lead to huge improvements in welfare through 
higher production and consumption—more than 20% 
gains in the Middle East and South Asia, for example, 
which are regions with lower starting incomes from 
which these improvements would occur. The marketable 
output gain from closing the pay gap would be over 60% 
in the Middle East and North Africa, and about a third 
in South Asia.37

  Let me focus on the difference that legal intervention 
can make. As the World Bank’s 2019 study on sexist 
discrimination points out, despite considerable improve-
ment over the past decade, with many countries having 
removed discriminatory laws or enacted anti-discrimina-
tion legislation, the average score among the 187 coun-
tries studied is 74.71—up from a decade earlier, but still 
indicating that women typically have only three quarters 
of the rights enjoyed by men in relation to work.38 It is 
having equal rights to work that empowers women 
financially, and this is the means through which one can 
at least facilitate empowerment in every other way. Of 
course, equal rights are still a long way off from guaran-
teeing equal treatment—it is not a sufficient condition, 
but an essential one.
  Women’s potential is not used and developed to the 
full in free-market capitalism, a waste of resource and 
productivity. In an environment where globalisation is 
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probably irreversible and where competitiveness is key, 
a society that is neglectful of a powerful resource will 
lose out. Women represent more than 50% of the popu-
lation and deserve better. While those in higher-skilled 
professions have done relatively well so far in the age of 
globalisation, and will continue to do so, women’s jobs 
are mostly bunched in the intermediate and lower-
skilled areas at greatest risk in the high-tech future, 
which could worsen inequality further. As Thomas 
Piketty has argued, the resulting social division and 
impact on growth is significant.39 Taking his analysis to 
its logical conclusion for women, if you start with lower 
wealth—as women generally do—then you move fur-
ther and further away from those that have more of 
it—typically men. Paul Krugman argues in turn that, 
over time, persistent inequality leads to social unrest 
and less investment, which then reduces productivity 
and growth.40 What I am arguing in this book is that 
the persistent inequality of women may well have simi-
lar negative impacts on growth, though through differ-
ent routes.
  But with inequality now an increasing focus of atten-
tion, I would argue that women’s issues have risen up the 
agenda partly for that reason. Worryingly, though, 
research from the US has found that the recent improve-
ments in labour force participation and gender equality 
now seem to have stalled. The problem seems to be a lack 
of anticipation of the difficulties faced by women when 
motherhood hits, in terms of both the direct costs and 
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also the difficulties associated with caring for children.41 
I will look at motherhood in more detail in the next part 
of the book, but having one’s first child acts as an infor-
mation shock that causes women to rethink their fam-
ily/work balance and reconsider whether they are able to 
maintain both commitments. As we saw in the case of 
France, this issue seems to affect better educated women 
worse, which may be a surprise to many.
  The EU’s draft Joint Employment Report for 2019 
points out that, despite a 5% increase in women’s 
employment since the financial crisis, gender inequality 
persists, and progress is very uneven among EU member 
states.42 In the UK, for instance, according to HMRC 
data, five times more men than women earn over 
£150,000; ten times more earn over £1 million. Ann 
Francke, Chief Executive of the Chartered Management 
Institute, has referred to men still having ‘a stranglehold 
on the best-paid jobs’, while Sam Smethers, who runs the 
Fawcett Society, has bemoaned the fact that in 2019 
‘61  per  cent of low paid workers are women’.43 With less 
purchasing power, women do remain the ‘weaker sex’ 
economically, and this reduces their overall impact on 
decision-making across all levels of society’s choices. 
Their influence on the domestic and global agenda is 
reduced. However crude or incomplete a measure of 
women’s equality, earnings matter.

* * *
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One unambiguous finding, reinforced by IMF analysis, 
is that the impact on GDP of removing gender barriers 
is substantial. We’ve already seen several examples of this 
from across the globe. Just to remind ourselves of the 
scale we’re talking about: in an interview to mark 
International Women’s Day 2019, Christine Lagarde, 
Managing Director of the IMF, argued that some coun-
tries, particularly those in the bottom half of the league 
tables for gender equality, could achieve a huge boost to 
their GDP if they abandoned laws that discriminate 
against women and allowed women’s skills to be utilised 
properly in the economy.44

  Talking of league tables, everyone has been bending 
backwards lately to ensure that gender equality now fea-
tures in the rankings measuring social wellbeing and 
economic development. These league tables show that, 
when the legal environment in a country does not afford 
women equal opportunity in the jobs market or legally 
enshrined rights, the impact on the economy is signifi-
cant. As the World Bank argues, ‘lack of freedom to 
legally pursue a profession has been found to have a 
negative association with female employment’.45

  Yet, according to the IMF, some 88% of countries still 
have restrictions against women working, and as recently 
as 2015 there were 18 countries where women needed 
their husbands’ permission to work, including Bahrain, 
Iran and Cameroon.46 The World Bank has also high-
lighted the fact that, even today, only six countries in the 



WOMEN VS CAPITALISM

88

world have equal legal rights to work: Belgium, Denmark, 
France, Latvia, Luxembourg and Sweden.47 It concluded 
that reducing discrimination would have a positive 
impact on women’s labour force participation, particu-
larly in paid employment and earnings across the world.48

  When a country moves to allow equal rights, for exam-
ple, to property and inheritance, there is a clear positive 
association with women’s labour force participation.49 
Many developing countries still restrict married women’s 
ability to enter paid employment, particularly in the 
Middle East and North Africa. In a study of various 
regions in Ethiopia, for example, the increase in female 
participation of even limited reform—such as removing 
one spouse’s ability to stop the other from working out-
side the home, establishing joint property rights or intro-
ducing a minimum wage—resulted in women’s labour 
force participation rising by some 15–24%.50 More 
broadly, a study looking in detail at the development of 
legislation in 100 countries over the past 50 years found 
that 57 of them had introduced reforms strengthening 
women’s legal rights, and 28 of these had actually abol-
ished the legal restrictions.51 The results were clear: 
removing obstacles to gender rights led to an increased 
move of women to paid employment.
  It also had important by-products for national devel-
opment: higher educational attainment for women, and 
improvements in health for them and their children. To 
go back to our economist’s dictionary, this again rein-



WOMEN UNDER CAPITALISM

		  89

forces the point that gender inequality is a market failure 
in need of correction; the benefits of women’s economic 
empowerment do not just apply to the individual, but 
have significant additional externalities, in terms of the 
wider positive impact on the wellbeing of both a wom-
an’s family—her being richer—and the economy—her 
spending more, paying taxes, being more productive in 
the paid economy, and reducing burdens on the state by 
improving health outcomes for the family.

Are we right to focus on market failures? What if people 
are simply exercising choice?

Of course some women choose to stay at home, look-
ing after children and engaging in traditional ‘women’s 
work’ in the house, and would do so even if the costs 
were the same as those of being in paid employment—
but there are many more who want to work and to 
pursue rewarding careers. A substantial percentage of 
these women end up working less or below their skills 
level, or give up exhausted and disillusioned. Not really 
what they had anticipated through years of schooling 
and, for a good number of them, university. Women 
are often more highly educated than men these days 
and have spent time, effort and often money to get that 
education. A 1997 paper in The Review of Economics 
and Statistics revealed that, even allowing for wage dif-
ferences, there is a strong positive correlation among 
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women between higher education levels and greater 
willingness to supply more labour, because of ‘the 
desire of a woman to recoup the investment she has 
made in her education’.52 This is even more the case in 
the UK today than in 1997, given the introduction of 
tuition fees a year after that paper was written, cur-
rently costing undergraduates almost £10,000 a year. 
Wage levels matter, of course, and they also matter for 
less highly educated women—but less so in terms of 
return on investment.
  This makes perfect economic sense. But the market, 
unaided, finds it hard to recognise and price in the 
negative economic externalities of childcare costs or 
wasted investment in education if highly educated 
women disappear from the system, while also ignoring 
and failing to price in the positive externalities of both 
women’s paid work and the added value of their unpaid 
or low-paid work. The short-termism of the capitalist 
system does not allow for those failures to be properly 
dealt with. They require long-term investment, which 
simply won’t be forthcoming unless the state intervenes 
and the supply side responds to new incentives. While 
these constraints remain, economic equality will not 
happen for women.
  Over the course of this first part of the book, we have 
seen numerous market failures that prevent women from 
developing their potential and making their human capi-
tal available at the right level and the right price to 



WOMEN UNDER CAPITALISM

		  91

ensure gender equality is achieved. The list could be 
much longer. And, when you look around the world, 
some of these market failures are more important than 
others in different countries or regions. But they will 
come up again and again in the parts that follow, as I 
look at a number of obstacles in achieving economic 
equality. All have been touched on in the Introduction 
and here in Part 1, and all will require corrective inter-
vention to be overcome. These market failures are:

– �Unequal access. Women do not have equal opportunity 
to participate in the labour market, due to informa-
tion asymmetry, unequal access to education and 
other factors. If we want to know why this is so, we 
need only look at the rest of this list.

– �Insufficient support for motherhood. In the next part of 
the book, we will look in more detail at the costs of 
childcare and the continued unnecessary prevalence in 
today’s economy of inflexible working, and at the con-
sequent relegation of mothers to certain sectors and, 
often, to part-time work.

– �Conscious and unconscious bias. Workplace culture has 
an enormous impact on women’s chances, including in 
recruitment and promotion cultures that are weighted 
against women. This leads to lack of women in senior 
positions, which in turn reinforces the bias that they 
aren’t natural leaders, and relegation of women to cer-
tain industries, which reinforces the bias that there is 
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certain work that is more ‘natural’ for men or for 
women. We will look at this in Part 3.

– �Failure to weigh the future. This concerns both the gen-
eral short-termism of public- and private-sector think-
ing under free-market capitalism, and one specific, 
pressing issue: the looming, gendered threat of further 
automation, which will hit women (who dominate the 
service and care sectors) hardest. We’ll turn to this in 
detail in Part 4.

The common theme running through all of these market 
failures related to women’s inequality is the most impor-
tant failure of all: rationality failure. It is blindness to the 
well-evidenced truth that gender equality is economi-
cally beneficial. We’ve seen plenty of proof already, and 
we will see plenty more as we explore the negative 
impact of different barriers to equal participation. But 
the far more damaging result of the rationality failure is 
policy failure. This is not about what certain right-wing 
economists term ‘government failure’ (the state inter-
vening and ‘messing up’ a market that it should have left 
alone), but about how governments have actually failed 
women in free-market capitalism: with insufficient pol-
icy intervention and lack of appropriate regulation.
  As we’re starting to see, much more can be done, from 
quotas, to naming and shaming, to transparency laws. 
Part 4 of this book therefore focuses on policy proposals 
that would put governments on the right path, and per-
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haps nowhere could the state be more powerful in lifting 
women up than when it comes to the questions of moth-
erhood and care work.





PART TWO

MOTHERHOOD AND CARING
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MOTHERHOOD AND CARING

When women first enter the UK labour force, the gen-
der pay gap is virtually non-existent. By their late 20s, 
the gap has risen to 10% and it rises steadily thereafter. A 
recent study looking at the pay gap for women aged 
22–29 found that, if that gap persisted on that basis 
alone, women who carried on working would ultimately 
earn £223,000 less in their lifetimes than men.1 For some 
it’s all blindingly obvious: women have babies and men 
do not. Our roles are set by God/Nature and our sex. 
Take this quote from a blog piece by James Knight for 
the free-market Institute of Economic Affairs, entitled 
‘The “gender pay gap” is a non-issue’:

In fact, if you just look at males and females in their 20s 
and 30s, females earn slightly more. Obviously this tails 
off in the late 30s and 40s as motherhood becomes the 
primary driving force in the re-introduction of a wage 
gap—but it’s not to do with discrimination, it is to do 
with biology and life choices.2
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The data doesn’t quite agree with that assertion. Birth 
and even breastfeeding are only a small part of total par-
enthood, and parenting should not fall to one section of 
society, given that it is necessary to reproduce the labour 
required for production and social stability, which ben-
efits us all. But, as we saw from the ONS, and as we all 
know from casual observation, the direct parenting bur-
den falls disproportionately on women. Because of this, 
motherhood acts as a barrier to equal access to paid work 
and career progression.
  What does the evidence tell us about this? According 
to the Institute for Fiscal Studies, when women take time 
off work to have children, however they may structure 
their maternity leave and subsequent professional life, 
they will have difficulty recovering their previous wage 
path. For mothers in the UK, the IFS finds that the gap 
continues increasing, to 33% by year 12 after the arrival 
of the first child.3 This is as striking as it is revealing.
  We know why this is the case. Those mothers miss out 
on critical workplace skills and experience and therefore 
promotion prospects, even when they come back to work 
quickly after the child’s arrival, on a part-time basis. Part-
time workers tend to not get asked to do important tasks 
as they are not there all the time and often miss out on 
training opportunities, even if they only take a short time 
off with each child. There is also evidence that women 
returnees who downgrade from full-time to part-time 
within their organisation will then be working at least one 
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step below their skill level. Monica Costa Dias, Associate 
Director at the IFS, says: ‘It is remarkable that periods 
spent in part-time work lead to virtually no wage progres-
sion at all … It should be a priority for governments and 
others to understand the reasons for this. Addressing it 
would have the potential to narrow the gender wage gap 
significantly.’4 Paul Johnson, Director of the IFS and my 
former colleague at the UK Government Economic 
Service, wrote in The Times:

The part-time problem arises from the fact that, once 
you start to work part time, you lose out on the wage 
progression that full-timers enjoy. You might start off 
on the same hourly wage as you would have done if 
you’d stayed full time, but the wage increases grind to a 
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halt. That’s a big part of why the wage gap grows inexo-
rably in the years after childbirth. Women lose out not 
only from taking time out of the labour market but also 
from reducing hours of work, and these effects cumu-
late over time.

What all this suggests is that we may have a big problem 
in the way in which we organise work in the 
UK.  Training, progression, promotion are much harder 
to come by if you work part time. We can all think of 
reasons why this might be true, from cultures of presen-
teeism to losing out on informal interactions down the 
pub. What is clear is that there is still an awfully long 
way to go to make workplaces work effectively for half 
the population.5

Despite impressive advances in support for mothers in 
some countries, at best including better support for 
fathers, overall progress has been painfully slow. 
Appallingly, in the UK, research from as recently as 
2016 shows that three in four working mothers report 
having faced discrimination at work, and a majority feel 
that having children has been bad for their career.6 
While I was writing this book, news came out in early 
June 2019 that Sarah Morris, equality champion and 
Aviva’s award-winning ‘Chief People Officer’ (HR 
Director), was fired while on maternity leave. She had 
said in the news a few months earlier that she intended 
to come back to her role, but wasn’t sure how exactly or 
for how many days a week. She had sounded optimistic 
about restructuring her work in the future: ‘I think you 
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can have a brilliant career and love what you do and 
have a family’. The news item covering Morris’s sacking 
also quoted Ann Francke of the Chartered Management 
Institute, suggesting that maybe Aviva wasn’t walking 
the walk and worrying about the impact of this inci-
dent: ‘What sort of signal does this send to employees? 
To women—and men—who want children? And what 
does this say for the next generation?’ As I myself wrote 
in a 2017 article for the public finance think tank 
OMFIF, ‘the message to our daughters is clear, if sad: 
take as little time off when you have a baby—and when 
you go back, assuming your job is still there, avoid tak-
ing on part-time roles’.
  We don’t know the exact details of what went on here 
and there may be many other factors we are not aware 
of. But that life is still tough for new mothers seems to 
be confirmed by a 2015 survey by the UK Equality and 
Human Rights Commission, which found that some 
54,000 women lose their jobs each year in the UK as a 
result of having a child.7 Its findings suggested that one 
in nine new mothers ‘had been dismissed, made com-
pulsorily redundant [when others were not] or treated 
so poorly they had to quit their job’. Ten percent said 
they were treated worse and 7% said they had been put 
under pressure to hand in their notice.8 Before things 
even reach that stage in a woman’s career—the return to 
work—a 2014 survey of hiring managers revealed that 
a third of them would hire a man in their 20s or 30s 
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over a woman of the same age, in order to avoid any 
future problems around maternity leave.9

  The EU has taken steps to address the problem, but 
is still falling short of fully empowering mothers to 
return to work. In 2001 the Barcelona Agreement set a 
target for formal childcare to be available by 2010 to at 
least 90% of preschool children aged 3 and over, and to 
at least 33% of under-3s. Preschool childcare availabil-
ity has increased considerably as a result and, in many 
countries, it is heavily subsidised with the aim of 
encouraging female employment. Nevertheless, by 
2010, only nine EU countries had reached the first tar-
get, and only seven the second. And by 2013, according 
to OECD data, it was still the case that women with 
children in developed nations found it more difficult to 
work than those without.
  Even these figures often hide an underlying situation 
that is even worse. Participation rates obscure the fact 
that a large percentage of women, certainly in most 
countries a vastly larger percentage than men, work 
part-time—including a majority of women in the 
Netherlands. That is fine if it represents a woman’s free 
choice to stay at home and care for dependents, to fur-
ther improve her training or education, to engage in 
leisure or charitable activities, or to step away from a 
strenuous job to spend more time with family. But that 
cannot be the case for all of those women. We know 
that in many cases women feel forced to opt out 
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because their workplace is unwelcoming to women and 
mothers, inflexible to their needs, or both, or because 
the costs of childcare are too great. What’s more, this 
situation perpetuates the gender pay gap, which tends 
to remain higher in countries with higher female part-
time employment rates.
  As the UK’s Institute for Fiscal Studies and other 
studies have shown, being at work and getting experi-
ence is crucial. With equal pay legislation in many coun-
tries, it is difficult to pay women and men differently for 
doing exactly the same job, but we know that age and 
accumulated experience still matter in promotion—and 
that it is disproportionately men who get these promo-
tions. It is the longer-serving and older members of the 
BBC’s Today programme, for instance, who are paid 
more—much more—than newer members. Of course, 
this preference for more long-established staff doubly 
prejudices against women, not only because they’re likely 
to have lost out on promotion due to motherhood, but 
also because historically there have been fewer of them in 
the workplace, creating an automatic advantage for the 
men who’ve been around in greater numbers for longer.
  Evidence from other countries also confirms this. In 
France, a survey of 3,100 hospital doctors and pharma-
cists published in early March 2019 by the trade union 
Action, which represents hospital practitioners, found 
that the barriers to women progressing were still serious. 
One in three women respondents said that their preg-
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nancies had adversely affected their careers and three 
quarters said that their career path would have been dif-
ferent if they had been men. There was a clear sign that 
the hours they were expected to work were putting a 
huge strain on them, particularly as the survey results 
showed they were also required to do the majority of the 
housework and meal preparation.10 We will look more 
later in the book at how this burden, and the bias con-
nected to it, contribute to the pay gap.
  Many studies in the 2010s have linked higher child-
care costs with increased incidence of women exiting the 
labour force. As the non-profit Washington Center for 
Equitable Growth reported in 2016, as much as a third 
of the reduction in US women’s labour force participa-
tion between 1995 and 2011 can be directly explained 
by lack of family-friendly policies in the country, accord-
ing to researchers at Cornell University.11 Follow-up 
research by the then-Princeton PhD student So Kubota 
looked at the impact of the staggering 32% rise in US 
childcare costs between 1990 and 2010, during a period 
when wages across the economy were more or less stag-
nant. Not surprisingly, Kubota found that this cost hike 
acted as a disincentive, and women’s labour force partici-
pation declined, at a time when it was rising in most 
European countries, which had friendlier pro-family 
policies. According to Kubota, rising childcare costs 
resulted directly in total employment for women falling 
by 5% over the period; employment of working mothers 
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with children under 5 fell by 13%. OECD stats show 
that women’s labour force participation continued to fall 
in the US up to 2015, whereas in other countries such as 
Germany, Japan and Australia it rose (Appendix, Fig. 7).
  You might point out that women’s increased partici-
pation in the US since the 1970s has been described by 
the Harvard economics professor Claudia Goldin as 
‘revolutionary’—coming after three earlier ‘evolutionary’ 
phases in the last century.12 As far as I can see, this 
change—probably helped by the pill, a rise in divorce 
rates, more single parenthood, women’s liberation move-
ments and the rise of feminism, and improvements in 
education—was down to women starting to see their 
labour force involvement as a ‘career’, rather than just as 
a job, secondary to husbands and children. But despite 
the ‘revolution’, Goldin’s later work (some ten years on), 
using US census data from 2000, found that the gender 
pay gap still existed, and widened for college graduates 
between the ages of 26 and 39.13 That was particularly 
pronounced between the ages of 26 and 32; the main 
reason seemed to be getting married and having chil-
dren. Despite wider acceptance, by both men and 
women, of women having a career, and despite women’s 
willingness to invest more in their education to achieve 
those aims, the evidence is very clear: the gap between 
men’s and women’s career achievements grows as wom-
en’s family responsibilities grow. The inescapable conclu-
sion, as Goldin says, is that ‘Having children imposes 
differentially higher costs on women than men’.
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  In many developing regions, women have to work 
very hard to feed their families. As incomes increase, 
they can reduce that manual supply for a while.14 But it 
is worrying when the same story is happening in Western 
market economies, due to rising costs of childcare cou-
pled with low maternity pay. A Warwick University 
(CAGE) paper studied the impact of maternity leave 
and pay on women academics in the UK, collecting data 
from 10,000 academics and looking at issues of produc-
tivity, child-rearing and individual career paths. The 
conclusions, perhaps not surprisingly, were that there is 
an unambiguously strong relationship across all aca-
demic disciplines between the generosity of maternity 
pay and the share of professors who are women—in 
other words, the number of women who manage to stick 
around, despite their motherhood, long enough to be 
promoted against the odds.15

  The impact of children on careers can also clearly be 
seen in the shared experiences of senior women, several 
of whom were happy to be interviewed for this book. 
Sukhi Clark, a past Head of Engineering and Operations 
at Jaguar Land Rover, said:

If you’re a woman, and get into a senior position in your 
30s and take a break to have children, then effectively 
you start your management role again on your return. 
When I had my first management role at 30, I had male 
peers in the same position. I had my first child at 34 
and my next at 35. I lost 6 years of management experi-
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ence because, when I came back, I had to prove myself 
all over again. So I did not get a Senior Management 
position until my 40s, whereas my male peers hit senior 
management earlier than me. That’s probably where the 
unconscious bias comes in.

Beverley Nielsen, Associate Professor and Director of 
Studies at Birmingham City University, recalls an inter-
esting encounter over dinner with a senior partner from 
an accounting firm, back in the 1990s when she was 
working for the Confederation of British Industry in 
Birmingham. The man started enquiring about whether 
she had any children. What followed was quite extraor-
dinary. ‘He asked their ages. I responded. He seemed to 
get a little agitated, asking, why was I back at work. I 
said I needed to work and was blessed with great sup-
port from my family. He became angry, asking did I even 
know my children’s names, at which point he stormed 
out of the room!’
  Well, what can one say!
  A final example illustrates the full range of issues facing 
mothers that we will explore in this part of the book, from 
poor maternity pay and career prospects lost through time 
off to inflexible workplaces. A family friend of mine, a 
British-French dual national who studied in Canada, has 
returned to the UK with her Canadian husband. Now 
nearing 30, she has begun to think about a good time to 
have children. But she has no idea how she will be able to 
afford it. She is of course enthusiastic about the chances of 
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free childcare, but she knows that it will still harm her 
career having to take time off work till the child is three, 
when free nursery hours could be available. While she 
frets about this, her husband is unwilling to discuss timing 
and other related plans with her. She feels the burden of 
parenthood will be on her—not financially, but for her 
time and career choices. She has started rating the firms 
she may apply to join next by the generosity of their 
maternity leave. Outside the public sector and charities, 
the best seem to be financial-sector companies. I was 
intrigued to see that Goldman Sachs in London, for 
example, has started offering super-generous maternity 
leave, a creche in the building and a breastfeeding room! 
Perhaps things are finally changing.
  Not so fast, though. Women at Goldman Sachs can 
probably afford nannies. What about the rest? And it is 
understandable that the financial sector is finally moving 
ahead, since it has been exposed as the worst offender 
when it comes to pay and bonus gaps. I also sense that 
banks and insurance companies probably feel under 
pressure to increase their female intake and improve 
their pipeline of female talent—they wouldn’t, one 
guesses, want to continue receiving bad publicity. Nor 
would they want to become targets for extra regulation 
and compliance. So, yes, pressure has helped. But it is 
simple economics: the system will never produce an 
optimal outcome, because it is not designed to do so. 
The UK civil service has been assiduous in its attempts 
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to achieve diversity targets, as have pockets of the crea-
tive economy, where more women are evident. But this 
is far from typical and doesn’t seem to have achieved 
equality even in those sectors, as we’ll see in Part 3.16

  If we can remove the circumstances of parenthood 
that cause women to lose out on accumulating skills and 
experience, then we will remove much of the current 
justifications or defences of the gender pay gap. It can’t 
be differences in education, for example, accounting for 
the gap, given that women’s educational achievements 
actually exceed those of men in many countries, includ-
ing the UK.  Motherhood is too often pointed to as a 
circumstance beyond the employer’s control, as if 
women are choosing to hamstring their own careers—
but this is not a real choice, and there is plenty that can 
be done about it. We need state intervention to ensure 
the best use of resources—which means ensuring that 
mothers, and women more generally, can work as easily 
as fathers and the majority of men.

Redressing the balance: parental leave

There are of course economists like Catherine Hakim, 
now at Essex University, who would argue that women 
freely choose to stay with their children, to spend more 
time with them and less time at work; they are prepared 
to surrender power for the pleasure that being home car-
ers gives them. This is true for some women, of course. 
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But all the evidence from research literature suggests 
that the willingness to do so has been diminishing stead-
ily over the decades, and that the provision of both free 
or subsidised childcare and paid parental leave, includ-
ing paternity leave, has a big influence on women’s will-
ingness to work—and their achievements.
  There is no reason why the economy should not be 
adapted to allow for greater flexibility, so that both 
women and men can spend more time with their chil-
dren. And, in fact, the evidence suggests that, when 
fathers take paternal leave and see their new-borns more, 
mothers return to work quicker and do better in their 
later career. But there is a problem getting in the way of 
this ‘everybody-wins’ solution. Children are not a com-
modity—not something produced, bought and sold for 
profit—and so capitalism finds it difficult to measure 
the value of parenthood. For this reason, national poli-
cies vary wildly. In some Western nations, like France, 
there are incentives to produce children and rewards for 
large families; in others, like the US, there are none. In 
China, of course, the opposite was the case under the 
One-Child Policy (1979–2015), with specific financial 
and societal disincentives to having multiple children. 
The PRC was worried about population explosion and 
wished to make it clear that women were expected to 
work, even in the generally harsh conditions prevalent 
when the policy was first introduced.
  Nevertheless, the global trend was for a general 
improvement in maternity leave and paid leave in the 
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1990s and 2000s, as well as moves towards an additional 
offer of paternity leave—sometimes paid, sometimes 
shared with the mother, and sometimes non-transferable. 
In much of the West, there have been tentative signs that 
perhaps society is finally putting some monetary value on 
motherhood, while also sending a signal that parents are 
valued by the company/organisation they work for: 
‘Take time off, be comfortable during your leave, share it 
with your partner if you wish, but then please come 
back!’ This makes business sense, as firms should not wish 
to lose resources they have invested in. I have experienced 
it myself. In the mid-80s I was working for an oil com-
pany in London, and expecting child number 5. I was 
offered 2 months’ extra salary if I returned to work 
within a couple of months! Of course, I did so. But when 
I say this to friends now, it is clear that such practice was 
rare then, and is still rare now.
  Because the burden of parenthood falls dispropor-
tionately on women, the balance of economic power 
between men and women is distorted. It is usually moth-
ers who feel the strain of this life-changing event, much 
more than fathers. A 2006 survey by the social geogra-
pher Danny Dorling found that men who had just 
become fathers were much less likely than new mothers 
to list that new arrival as an ‘important event’ in their 
life!17 What is more, surveys suggest that this unequal 
impact on women is often unforeseen: it comes as a 
shock, as women are unprepared and uninformed of 
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what lies ahead for them in their economic life. This is 
particularly so for highly educated women, who lose 
more in terms of career progress and pay projection as a 
result of any interruption that motherhood brings. 
Another factor is that this category of women tends to 
have more children, because their family unit is better 
able to afford them.
  It is generally women who are expected to adapt their 
life the most to becoming a parent; if left unaided, they 
typically take up the historic norm for women: either 
withdrawing from work for a while and becoming home 
carers, or returning to work (usually after an interval) in 
a less productive, worse-paid role that offers greater flex-
ibility in days and hours. In purely economic terms, the 
effects of this are twofold. In terms of human capital, 
these women’s return on their educational investment 
and skills falls relative to that of men and of women who 
have been in continuous full-time work. In terms of 
opportunity cost, they lose more potential every year 
they spend at home looking after children, as less experi-
ence and fewer skills are accumulated. Because of this, 
women suffer more than men from what economists call 
‘hysteresis’. The skills you once had are lost or forgotten 
if they don’t get applied for a while, particularly if they 
don’t get reinforced or renewed through continuous 
training, both formal and on-the-job. As a result, women 
see their earnings trajectory flatten considerably com-
pared with that of men.
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  The UK lags behind many other developed nations in 
tackling this problem. In 2015 it finally introduced 
shared parental leave of up to 50 weeks, with up to 37 of 
them paid at the statutory rate (as of April 2019, 
£148.68 per week or 90% of average weekly earnings, 
whichever is lower). But women on Statutory Maternity 
Pay, rather than Shared Parental Pay, are also entitled to 
90% of their average weekly earnings before tax for the 
first 6 weeks, and sometimes also enhanced maternity 
pay from their employer. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that only 2% of couples have taken up the shared leave. 
This has prompted the government to start an informa-
tion campaign targeting men, under the slogan ‘Share 
the Joy’. But the sad truth is that, in practice, women get 
paid less on average, so in most heterosexual households 
it makes much more sense for the woman to take the 
time off than the man. There had also been provision in 
UK legislation for paid paternal leave introduced six 
years earlier, but the majority of firms still only offer the 
miserly two weeks of full-pay paternity leave. Stronger 
intervention is needed to force employers to offer mean-
ingful paid leave to men. Norway and Sweden, for 
instance, offer separate parental leave, as well as heavily 
subsidised childcare provision from a much earlier age 
than in the UK.  This is part of the Scandinavian ‘social 
contract’. It’s hardly surprising, then, that these countries 
come top in terms of gender equality.
  Evidence presented by the European Commission in 
2019 shows clearly that generous paternal leave helps 
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ensure a higher take-up by fathers, and that this increases 
the rate of employment of women.18 But before under-
standing this, the UK has some catching up to do if it 
even wants to match most OECD nations on maternity 
pay—in 2013 it was the seventh least generous, behind 
Chile, Cyprus and Costa Rica, among many others. The 
US paid mothers least of all. The ten most generous 
countries were overwhelmingly Scandinavian social 
democracies or former socialist states, with Austria a rare 
outlier in a sea of ex-Eastern Bloc and Nordic nations. 
There is a similar pattern in public expenditure on over-
all parental leave. The UK spend in 2013 was just half 
the OECD average; the most generous nations were 
again, though in different order, the former Eastern Bloc 
countries and the Scandinavians. In any case, of course, 
a lot of the leave on offer is unpaid or at a low, flat rate of 
statutory pay, unless one works for a generous 
employer—in the UK, that means the public sector!
  Paternity leave was initially promoted mainly by 
Nordic countries, which instituted in law a non-transfer-
able right for each parent to take leave in the first year of 
a child’s birth. Norway was the first to pioneer a so-
called father’s quota in 1992, and it is believed that this 
has contributed to gender equality. Although it is not 
universal across the Nordic countries, this non-transfer-
able paternity leave has been regarded as a very impor-
tant measure toward not only better gender equality, but 
also improved father–child relationships. By the mid-
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2000s, a number of countries had instituted paid pater-
nity leave, but, as with general parental leave, the length 
of this paternity leave varied greatly from country to 
country, and continues to differ to this day.19 The longest 
back then was in Iceland (13 weeks), while Greece, 
Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Spain and 
Austria each awarded less than one week of paid paternal 
leave. The EU average for fathers was 1.9 weeks of avail-
able paid paternity leave; for the OECD as a whole the 
average was slightly higher, at 2.8 weeks.
  In 2009 the UK also moved to grant paternity leave as 
a right for the first time. The new act meant that the male 
partner of a woman on maternity leave, or the biological 
father of an unborn child, could claim statutory paternity 
leave at the flat weekly rate in the child’s first year,20 on 
condition that the leave was taken within the first 8 
weeks of the birth, or thereafter in blocks of one or two 
weeks. But again, unless the employer also paid paternity 
leave at a rate that would compensate men for the loss of 
their generally higher salary, the prospect would not 
seem that attractive.21 Take-up of paternity leave in the 
UK has been particularly poor in its first decade. But we 
know that if it is done properly it can lead to a substantial 
improvement in gender equality. The Prime Minister of 
Iceland, Katrín Jakobsdóttir, reported at the LSE equality 
conference in early May 2019 that, in her country, the 
introduction of universal childcare and properly shared 
parental leave with a ‘use-it-or-lose-it’ portion has had the 
biggest impact so far on boosting gender equality.
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  This is an important finding, and it has been con-
firmed more than anecdotally. A study in Spain found 
that the introduction of paid, non-transferable paternity 
leave did result in women going back to work earlier and 
taking less unpaid leave, with a 400% increase in fathers’ 
uptake of leave.22 For the broader picture, a 2013 study 
looking at practices across the OECD concluded that 
well-established paid parental leave in Western countries 
meant that, on average, more women were to be found 
in senior positions than in countries without those 
arrangements.23 Interestingly, it was not the length of 
leave that determined the presence of senior women. 
While France, for example, had one of the longest 
statutory periods of paid leave, and an above-average 
share of top women in companies, the US had no statu-
tory maternity pay, but a greater percentage of women 
in senior positions than France, Germany and 
Denmark, which offer a year’s paid maternity leave. 
Nor did the generosity of the pay correlate with the 
numbers of senior women: Australia, with the second-
lowest level of paid leave, topped the table for women 
high up in organisations. Japan was average in its leave 
policies, but had the lowest percentage of senior 
women. What the study did find was a much closer 
correlation between women in senior positions and 
paid paternity leave.
  Things are changing—employers are now much more 
generous, and legislation is encouraging this while also 
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getting tougher on enforcement. The EU in particular is 
now moving strongly ahead. Promoting equality between 
men and women was enshrined in the 1992 Maastricht 
Treaty, while Article 23 of the EU’s Charter of Funda
mental Rights—which entered into force with the 2009 
Treaty of Lisbon—explicitly requires this equality to be 
across all areas, including employment, work and pay. In 
April 2019, an earlier EU directive entitling each parent 
to at least four months of leave was substituted by one 
setting new minimum requirements for parental leave 
across the EU, including a minimum of 10 working days’ 
paid leave for fathers—or what they called ‘equivalent 
second parents’. The directive also made it harder for men 
to transfer their paternity leave to women, thus encourag-
ing them to take it or lose it.24 Finally, it reinforced the 
right of working parents, both mothers and fathers, to 
ask for flexible working throughout the EU, using IT and 
long-distance options or changing their mode of working 
to suit their commitments.25

  It remains to be seen how the paternity leave require-
ment will be enforced in countries that have so far been 
far less enthusiastic than the Nordic models emulated in 
this new EU directive. What’s more, even where pater-
nity leave is well provided, take-up of the entitlement 
tends to need time before it becomes fully utilised. It 
seems that, beyond legal entitlement, there is a further 
barrier: men are concerned about the impact on their 
career of absenting themselves from work, requiring 
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reassurance before they take the leave that their promo-
tion prospects won’t be harmed. But a recent Aviva 
survey suggested that those who do take the leave seem 
to come back refreshed and reinvigorated after the 
break, so perhaps they’ll get the hang of it eventually.26 
And the trend has now been established. There is an 
increasing acceptance that further state intervention is 
required to force laggard countries to improve the terms 
and realities of maternity leave. Firms, even though 
many studies have shown that this is in their long-term 
interest, will not do it if left to their own devices.
  The EU is clear that paternity leave or flexible work 
arrangements for fathers impacts on how much unpaid 
family work women undertake, at the expense of paid 
employment. The EU’s steps in this area absolutely 
reflect the general belief that the way to mitigate the cost 
of parenthood is through better maternity and, increas-
ingly now, longer paternity leave. Many of the studies 
done so far have focused on the impact of better pater-
nity leave on developed nations, where labour force 
participation is already high. Some of the results suggest 
that some leave is good, but too much leave is detrimen-
tal. The reason for the latter could well be that women 
then lose many of the skills that made them employable 
in the first instance, which is a drawback in terms of 
their ability to earn a wage that can cover their childcare 
costs. The economic evidence suggests that measures to 
alleviate the costs incurred as a new mother—such as 
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subsidies, vouchers for childcare or tax credits—seem to 
be particularly effective in increasing mothers’ labour 
supply and improving their purchasing power, including 
their ability to buy more of the goods their children 
need.27 But mothers will never have equal access to the 
labour market while the burden of childcare falls mainly 
on them.

Childcare: can free or near-free provision ultimately pay 
for itself ?

A French survey of medical professionals in 2019 threw 
up suggestions from healthcare staff with children that 
they needed the ability to be more flexible in their work 
patterns, without this having consequences for their 
careers. But this went hand in hand with another recom-
mendation: having a creche in the hospital for staff use. In 
the UK, the average family spends some £10,000 a year on 
childcare. The state system is quite complicated, with dif-
fering hours of free childcare for qualifying under-2s ver-
sus the standard provision for 3- and 4-year-olds (15 
hours); the free hours go up to 30 hours per week for 
qualifying working parents of preschool 3- and 4-year-
olds. Overall, subsidising early-years education is costing 
the UK taxpayer some £6 billion a year.28 Other countries 
start subsidising childcare a lot earlier in a child’s life. But 
big differences still exist across the OECD: in Canada 
childcare takes up about 45% of a single parent’s net 
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income, while in France, Germany, Sweden and the UK it 
is under 10%. For dual-parent households, British parents 
are spending about a third of their income on childcare, 
while in Spain it’s less than 10%.29

  For those paying for nursery education, free availabil-
ity surely would help with individual economic freedom, 
as do childcare vouchers in the UK and elsewhere. But 
that system is by no means perfect. As free preschool care 
has been expanded in the UK, childcare vouchers pro-
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vided by the employer (which can be worth as much as 
£55 per week) are being phased out. Tax-free childcare 
from approved organisations, worth up to £2,000 per 
child annually, is still available for all children up to the 
age of 12, with the government effectively adding £2 to 
every £8 paid by parents; for those on benefits like uni-
versal credit, between 70% and 85% of childcare costs 
can be covered for a maximum of a month. But getting 
one’s head round these overlapping systems is exhausting, 
not to mention the bureaucracy costs of administering 
them. And the system seems to be crumbling.
  The hourly rate paid to private and state UK nurseries 
to cover the extra cost of the move from 15 to 30 free 
preschool hours has been so low that many are either 
closing, refusing to take more kids, or making paying 
parents contribute more. That has led to choice being 
restricted, with lesser availability of nursery places near 
people’s homes—contributing no doubt to stress and 
adding a new barrier for women, paying or otherwise, to 
much-needed childcare for the under-5s. It also creates 
an additional barrier to working for mothers, who must 
contend not only with getting between work and home, 
but also a third location when the nursery is not nearby. 
A 2014 study by the American Enterprise Institute 
found that, despite huge progress in women’s labour 
participation and earnings since the 1950s, there are still 
many obstacles that prevent millions of women in the 
US from fully participating in the workforce at a level 
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matching their skills and qualifications.30 The study 
quoted research from the Brookings Institution showing 
that, across every income segment, women have a greater 
likelihood of being ‘downwardly mobile’—and identify-
ing high childcare costs as the main reason for this.31

  More research from the US and Canada also substanti-
ates the importance of funded childcare in women’s abil-
ity to work. According to one study using data from the 
1999 National Survey of America’s Families, childcare 
subsidies in welfare programmes were associated with a 
13% increase in the likelihood of women being 
employed.32 A strong positive impact was also found in 
Quebec, which introduced highly subsidised universal 
childcare policies in the late 1990s,33 as well as in the case 
of two Kentucky childcare subsidy programmes from the 
early 1990s. In the Kentucky case, it was estimated that 
introducing a subsidy of just $46 a week had increased 
maternal labour force participation by anywhere from 
8.4% to 25.3%.34

  So what support should women get with childcare, 
and should it be free? There is some interesting evidence 
of externalities from the UK’s Sure Start programme. 
This support scheme for disadvantaged under-5s has 
been running since 1999 but reached its peak in 2009–
10, when it was receiving £1.8 billion in funding (in 
2018/19 money terms); Sure Start spending has now 
been cut to just £600 million a year. A 2019 report from 
the Institute for Fiscal Studies shows that, even at its 
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reduced rate, the programme has a major positive impact 
on children’s long-term health—a great benefit to soci-
ety—and on reducing hospitalisations, again saving 
short-, medium- and longer-term costs. In fact, the IFS 
estimates that, through improved health alone, the pro-
gramme can recoup some 6% of its annual costs. In 
terms of inequality, Sure Start has halved the gap in hos-
pitalisations between poorer and richer areas in the com-
munity.35 Beyond literal life chances of disadvantaged 
children, state support can help to fend off the vulnera-
bilities created by their families’ socioeconomic status. 
Studies have shown that children growing up in poorer 
households are more exposed to the possibility of engag-
ing in antisocial behaviour; it has been estimated that 
societal costs related to antisocial behaviour in the US 
are somewhere between $1 and $2 trillion per year.36

  We know that the market struggles to measure the 
wider economic benefits of free childcare, but it is essen-
tial that we do so. We also know that many less-well-off 
children now live in households headed by a single par-
ent, most often a woman—though even two-parent 
families are struggling. Danny Dorling, who has written 
a lot about inequality in the workplace, is adamant that 
the policies we need include universal childcare free for 
under-5s and flexible working across all businesses and 
sectors, to help with parenting without reducing parents’ 
chances to earn a decent living or advance their careers. 
One might add that we should also be valuing properly 
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the contribution a woman makes to our economy in 
looking after its children—again, not something the 
market can do by itself. I would say that this is all start-
ing to look like the beginning of an argument for a uni-
versal basic income, geared towards women with 
children—but I will leave that argument for another day.
  Capitalist production does not reward the bringing up 
of children or wider household production, but, as we 
saw in the Introduction, a man who works would have to 
pay a sum equal to the average yearly wage for someone 
other than a stay-at-home partner to look after his chil-
dren. What is more, if a woman abstains from work for a 
while, the opportunity cost in terms of future earnings is 
greater, and the combined household income is less that 
it would otherwise have been. We have seen that, when 
childcare is difficult to find, or too expensive in relation 
to household income, women’s labour force participation 
drops, which reduces an economy’s ability to operate at 
maximum efficiency.
  It is however a problem trying to find what the right 
demand will be when the price is zero or near zero—
some may make Malthusian warnings that free childcare 
would lead to rising fertility, which would ultimately 
make free childcare unaffordable. But the evidence in 
fact suggests that fertility rates fall as a nation becomes 
richer. In countries that have instituted free or heavily 
subsidised preschool education, there has been no evi-
dence of any significant rise in fertility rates. When you 
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look across Europe, there is no connection between 
birth rates and labour force participation rates. For 
example, EU countries with a fertility rate of around 1.8 
children per woman (the UK, the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Finland, Germany) also have the highest participation 
rates, while those with the lowest fertility rates (Greece, 
Italy, Poland, Malta), below 1.4 children per mother, 
also have the lowest labour participation rates.37

  Instead what one finds is that, if childcare costs are 
high, it is only the richer section of the population that 
can afford to ‘buy’ more. In other words, children 
become a ‘luxury item’. The well-known financier Dame 
Helena Morissey, head of the 30% Club which cam-
paigns for more women on boards, has nine children. 
The multi-millionaire politician Jacob Rees-Mogg, 
Leader of the Commons at the time of writing, has six. 
Alright—I have five children myself, but I can tell you, I 
came to the UK with not a penny and have been the 
major breadwinner in my family for most of my working 
life. But why should a bigger family be a privilege of the 
few, while others have to restrict numbers because of the 
costs? That creates an immediate inequality that is then 
difficult to shift through the generations. As the 
American Enterprise Institute has demonstrated, average 
childcare costs represent some 7% of US family income, 
but for families in poverty—a good number of them 
headed by a single mother—it amounts to some 30%.38

  So childcare is vital, not just for mothers but for the 
economy as a whole. The academic literature provides 
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conclusive evidence that its costs impact on mothers’ 
labour market decisions. Put simply, high childcare costs 
are associated with less paid work, and subsidised child-
care costs are associated with more paid work. Research 
by Jean Kimmel found that the relevance of childcare 
costs to labour force participation is stronger for mar-
ried mothers than for single mothers, who clearly also 
have other issues to deal with.39 But it matters for both, 
even if it’s at a slightly different rate. In any case, it is 
clear that employment of single mothers also goes up if 
the state pays more of the childcare costs.40 Kimmel’s 
overall findings suggested that a 10% increase in child-
care costs results in a 7.5% decline in women’s labour 
force participation.
  Evidence from Germany comparing the former West 
and East German experiences after reunification found 
that, where there was greater availability of regional or 
local government provision, women earned higher sala-
ries and maintained their career path more easily.41 A 
study of mothers in Italy showed that those women who 
chose to shorten their maternity leave to take advantage 
of state-subsidised childcare were much less likely to 
leave the labour market and thus be lost to the econ-
omy.42 Research by David Ribar in the US also looked at 
the juxtaposition of wages versus childcare costs, and 
found—unsurprisingly—that wages have a strong posi-
tive impact on married women’s willingness to work, 
while childcare costs have a negative impact.43 Policies 
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that increase effective wages would therefore encourage 
more women to work, as would policies that reduce 
childcare costs, such as tax credits or subsidies.
  Of course, the impact of childcare costs on labour sup-
ply varies from country to country. But even in places 
where women’s workforce participation is already com-
paratively high, such as Sweden, Norway, France and the 
Netherlands, studies there still show a positive causal 
relationship between childcare cost subsidies and willing-
ness to work. The impact is considerably bigger in places 
like Canada and the US.44 Much, in the course of the 
analysis, depends from where you start and what policies 
were already in operation before the introduction of sub-
sidised/free childcare. The UK’s Institute for Fiscal 
Studies tried to anticipate the impact of the move from 
15 free hours of nursery education for 3–4-year-olds 
(introduced in 2010) to 30 free hours per week for work-
ing parents (from September 2017).45 It used, as a proxy 
measure, what happened when mothers moved their 
children from preschool, where they only had 15 hours 
free each week, to a free full-time school place at age 5. 
The IFS found that there were more women who joined 
the labour force each year when their child started proper 
school, but that the increase was not that significant. 
Thus, without drawing firm conclusions, the report sug-
gested that a move to 30 hours’ free nursery care for eligi-
ble parents might not substantially increase women’s 
labour force participation.
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  But that isn’t surprising. Firstly, as the IFS report itself 
acknowledges, there is already record work participation 
in the UK and this may not be a proper test case. 
Secondly, it is very likely that many women had joined 
the labour force already, precisely in order to qualify for 
those free 15 hours. Thirdly, the reduction in costs may 
not be very great if women were either looking after the 
children themselves at preschool age or relying on infor-
mal systems such as fellow parents or other relatives to 
do the caring. But the real factors preventing more 
women from returning to work, even with 30 hours of 
free childcare, are about our economy more broadly—
what it values, and what it doesn’t. For one thing, school 
hours do not normally translate well into normal work-
ing patterns, and still present difficulties for women who 
want to combine both work and principal childcare 
activities. For another, returning to work after a big 
period away means that the skills and experience of oth-
ers in the workplace are greater and they will therefore 
tend to command a higher salary. So what we need is 
both better state provision of care, and adjustments to 
working culture in terms of how parenting-related 
absence is viewed and how much flexibility is offered—
exactly as health workers in France have suggested.
  The likelihood is that the direct costs to the state of 
providing free or subsidised preschool education will be 
higher than what may be paid back into the pot in terms 
of taxes. But does that matter? I argue that it doesn’t, 
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because of the significant externalities—the broader fac-
tors that determine the full, true cost or benefit of some-
thing. We know, of course, that substituting maternal for 
non-maternal care can be prohibitively expensive, but if 
we take the externalities into account, then state-subsi-
dised childcare, properly structured, should in fact pay 
its way over the longer term. Women who work will earn 
more, require less in benefits, consume more, pay more 
in direct and indirect taxes and contribute more to 
GDP.  The fact that this is not already the case leads to 
continuing ‘parenting inequality’, thus perpetuating 
wider inequality—as various studies in the developing 
world have shown, the intergenerational impact of los-
ing out through motherhood can be significant.
  A free or heavily subsidised childcare/early education 
system can help to reverse these losses to the economy, 
this market failure. As argued above, if properly applied, 
it should raise the average net income of a household, 
improve children’s life chances, and, over time, reduce 
the likelihood of a mother or household moving into 
poverty. Indeed, over the past 50 years, many countries 
have moved to offer free or very highly subsidised educa-
tion for all preschool children. The belief is that these 
policies should help to improve children’s learning and 
educational achievements, but crucially should also 
allow more women to stay in or return to work, which 
will help the economy overall. The IFS has found only a 
small initial increase in numbers returning to work as a 
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result of the UK’s increase in free pre-school childcare, 
but the think tank also points out that the benefits of 
universal preschooling continue for several years, beyond 
the initial maternal return to employment, since the 
provision also enables mothers ‘to gain more job skills 
and increase their attachment to the labour force’.46

  We are not just talking about the higher paid, who 
perhaps can afford private childcare anyway. The IFS has 
shown that the most positive labour market impacts are 
felt by low-income single mothers, which substantiates 
findings from other research.47 According to the 
Brookings Institution, for example, women make up 
64% of all workers on the minimum wage in the States 
and, according to the analysis, this results in huge loss of 
opportunity, as some half of the population is not con-
tributing at the right level. Again, the high cost of child-
care was pointed to as a reason for this finding.48 Its 
report also found evidence of the greater gains we’ve 
discussed among women with high levels of education 
and experience before motherhood. So the question of 
whether we can ‘afford’ to subsidise childcare is not the 
right question to be asking. The question is, can we 
afford not to?
  In a cost/benefit analysis of improving conditions for 
working mothers through greater state spending, it’s 
worth returning to the arguments that better maternity 
leave, better maternity pay, better childcare provision 
and so on will cause a crisis by encouraging rising fertil-
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ity. In truth, Europe needs more people, not less. But, 
although there have been some signs of a small increase 
in births accompanying state support for parents (in 
Sweden for instance), the overall impact has been mar-
ginal. Germany is an interesting case. Like France, it 
encourages larger families, due to concerns about projec-
tions of a sharp population reduction, with all the fiscal 
problems this would entail. At a dinner in June 2019, I 
met Ursula von der Leyen, the German politician who 
would become the European Commission’s first woman 
president a few months later. She was still Germany’s 
Defence Minister at the time. I was astonished to learn 
that she had seven children—even more than me!—
which always ends up being a sort of comparator in 
conversations with successful women. Do you have 
home help, how do you cope with all this travelling? 
That sort of thing.
  Well, as the announcement came of von der Leyen’s 
new EU role, and amidst the excitement that it gener-
ated, I found an article from 2011. It turns out that 
when von der Leyen was Germany’s Family Minister 
(2005–9), she introduced a series of family-friendly poli-
cies, including 14 months’ paid parental leave, with the 
father forced to take at least two of those months. 
Depending on income, the pay could be as high as 65% 
of salary throughout that period. What is more, the 
child allowance paid to the mother for each child goes 
up for every subsequent child—in total opposition to 
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the UK’s abolition of child benefit for third and subse-
quent children (soon to be reversed), which some felt 
was reminiscent of China’s One Child Policy.49

  Germany has another quirk that others can only look 
at and marvel: the payment per child almost doubles 
when you get to number seven, and the President offi-
cially becomes the godfather of the seventh child! This 
has been the case since 1949, an attempt to repopulate 
the country after the devastation of the Second World 
War. The 2007 von der Leyen reforms aimed to make 
Germany an even more family-friendly country. But, 
since that time, the fertility rate has fallen further, and is 
now only sustained by massive immigration—more 
recently, from the Middle East, with Chancellor Angela 
Merkel’s consent. The country as a whole continues to 
have one of the lowest birth rates in Europe, and in 2010 
there were just 603 seventh children. For a slightly less 
strange-sounding example, in Greece—a place I know 
well—nursery for 2-year-olds and above is free for work-
ing parents, though there are also many private-sector 
providers for even younger children. The public nurser-
ies are run by the local authorities, from 8am to 4pm 
every day, and much use is made of them. Yet the fertil-
ity-mongers have nothing to fear: despite huge migra-
tion, Greek reproduction rates are still declining, and 
there are forecasts that the current population of some 
11 million may be down to just 8.5 million by 2050.
  In the US in particular, the cost of childcare is a heavy 
burden on families and the economy—exacerbated by 
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the lack of statutory maternity pay. In parts of the coun-
try, high-quality childcare is not even available. You 
could worry that the lower starting-point of provision 
would make an increase in support for mothers and par-
ents particularly damaging to the US economy. But pres-
sure has grown, proposals have been made—and they 
have been costed.
  In June 2019, the Democratic senator and presiden-
tial primary candidate Elizabeth Warren introduced her 
Universal Child Care and Early Learning Act to 
Congress. The bill proposed to create a network of fed-
erally funded, but locally run, childcare centres, to 
ensure that no family spends more than 7% of its annual 
income on childcare. Quality standards were to be 
matched to existing federal programmes like the success-
ful ‘Head Start’, the inspiration behind the UK’s Sure 
Start scheme, and would require care workers to be paid 
on par with public school teachers. Lower-income fami-
lies would pay nothing, and overall the typical American 
family with young children would see their annual child-
care costs decline by 17%. Senator Warren insists that 
‘Access to affordable and high-quality childcare and 
early education should be a right for all families rather 
than a privilege for only the rich.’ A Moody’s analysis of 
the economics of Warren’s proposal says:

The Universal Child Care and Early Learning Act 
would substantially increase the number of children 
able to receive formal child care. An estimated 6.8 mil-
lion children, equal to about one-third of those younger 



WOMEN VS CAPITALISM

134

than age 5, receive formal care today. The proposal 
would ensure an estimated 12 million children, equal to 
60% of those younger than 5, will ultimately receive 
formal care.

The estimated total direct fiscal costs were $1,720 billion 
over 10 years, but as the positive impacts would also lead 
to more growth over the 10 years (and so more tax), the 
dynamic cost is reduced to $707 billion across that 
period. On current estimates the scheme ultimately puts 
back into the economy about half of what it costs, but a 
fiscal expense of $707 billion is still a lot of money to 
find, and so the bill also proposes a wealth tax:

The proposed universal childcare and early learning 
services could be paid for by revenues generated by 
Warren’s proposed 2% tax on household net worth 
above $50 million and 3% tax on net worth above $1 
billion. That is, $700 billion out of the total 10-year 
revenues generated by the proposed net worth tax 
could be used to pay for the child-care proposal. The 
Universal Child Care and Early Learning Act is thus 
deficit neutral over the 10-year budget horizon on a 
dynamic basis.50

But Moody’s view seems to be that even these cost esti-
mates—concluding that the Warren bill is deficit-neu-
tral—are too high, and the benefit estimates too low. We 
need to look at the externalities. Not only would the 
scheme generate income after tax, but there would be 
other social and fiscal benefits. Moody’s notes:
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These results likely understate the economic benefits of 
the proposal. The model does not consider that … 
According to the best-known study on the issue, the 
benefits, including greater lifetime earnings, the non-
earnings benefits of reduced transfer payments and 
remedial education expenditures, and savings from less 
demand on the criminal justice system, are substantial. 
Studies conducted on a variety of other preschool pro-
grams find similarly large increases in earnings and 
societal benefits.

Overall, the Report concludes that the Warren bill is a 
fiscally responsible proposal that would significantly 
reduce the cost burdens of childcare for most American 
families, and would support increased labour force par-
ticipation. It would also lead to stronger economic 
growth and may well prove fiscally neutral overall. 
Except, of course, that it would take time for those long-
term benefits to materialise—and time is what politi-
cians, like the markets, are usually short of.

Dependents and mobility: why we must change 
capitalism’s work culture

On top of better support for parental and especially 
paternity leave, and better support when it comes to 
childcare, there is one more shift that needs to happen in 
our capitalist society to level the playing field for moth-
ers. The EU Commission and Parliament noted in 2019 
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that work/life balance is particularly challenging nowa-
days, because of ‘increasing prevalence of extended 
working hours and changing work schedules, which has 
a negative impact on women’s employment … The imbal-
ance in the design of work-life balance policies between 
men and women reinforces gender stereotypes and dif-
ferences between [paid] work and care’.51 It should be 
obvious by this point in the book that women’s different 
needs and abilities when it comes to flexibility and 
work/life balance is strongly connected to the fact that 
it is women who are depended upon for domestic and 
caring responsibilities, including of course childcare.
  Many women still feel that the only choice they can 
make is to take time off after becoming mothers. Ann 
Bentley of the global construction and quantity survey-
ing practice Rider Levett Buckland says that she actually 
turned down a promotion when she had children, and 
continued to turn down other opportunities for some 
7–8 years, as she couldn’t see how she could combine the 
required travel with bringing up children. She admits 
that ‘Where I was probably very fortunate was that this 
didn’t count as a black mark against me. For me it was a 
period of time [that came to an end]’. One wonders 
whether a father would have been so inhibited in taking 
that step up. The evidence suggests otherwise. But this 
market failure forcing women to choose between career 
and family works both ways. Not only should we be 
doing better by mothers who want to continue advanc-
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ing their careers—we should also be doing better by 
women who would rather take more time off. They 
should not feel the pressure of knowing that they must 
get back to work quickly to avoid a permanent black 
mark against them and their future careers, and it 
shouldn’t be a choice between working exactly as they 
did before or not working full-time at all.
  The greatest kind of gap that Harvard economist 
Claudia Goldin has identified in the US is witnessed 
within organisations, suggesting a difference between 
women who are mothers and women who are not. But 
part of the widening pay gap for mothers is also found to 
be due to gender differences in the propensity to move 
between organisations. This suggests that mothers are 
less able or willing to seek opportunities elsewhere that 
could have resulted in promotion/higher salaries, no 
doubt partly because—as we saw with my ex-colleague 
in the Introduction—they fear they would face greater 
bias if applying to a new employer, as a result of having 
had children. But another reason why mothers avoid 
moving jobs is because they are more constrained than 
men in terms of the journey time between their home 
and their workplace.
  A very revealing piece of research by the Institute for 
Fiscal Studies has similarly linked pay to difficulties for 
women accessing good jobs that may be further away 
from home in the UK.52 The IFS tracked pay gaps 
against distance to work, and found that the two were 
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closely correlated. In other words, the longer men’s 
commute by comparison with women’s, the bigger the 
pay gap; the two differentials aligned closely. According 
to ONS data, men account for the majority of UK 
commutes lasting more than an hour, and women 
account for the majority of short commutes lasting less 
than 15 minutes. This unwillingness or inability to 
travel further may well be linked to the need and 
expectation for women to be closer to home, because 
they are still perceived to be the main carers. They are 
the ones who must provide childcare themselves, be 
able to travel easily to a provider such as a nursery or 
school, and to be close to their children in case of 
emergency. What’s more, the need to juggle both kinds 
of work naturally makes avoidable stresses, such as 
commuting, even more undesirable.53 Compare the 
graph opposite with the one above—there is a striking 
resemblance between the evolution of the gender pay 
gap and the gender commute gap.
  So motherhood creates a reluctance to go for good 
jobs that are further away, and this lessened mobility is a 
constraint on earning power, choice in the labour mar-
ket and ability to work full-time. This may be a major 
part of the reason why, apart from the lowest-skilled 
‘elementary and process plant and machine operative’ 
occupations, men are more concentrated in the higher-
paid occupations, while women are more concentrated 
in lower-paid occupations. The ONS reported that in 



MOTHERHOOD AND CARING

		  139

2017, men and women working full-time in the UK’s 
highest-paid occupation group (chief executives and 
senior officials) earned a median hourly pay of £48.53 
and £36.54 respectively, and that men had 72.8% of the 
full-time employment share in this occupation. Similarly, 
men had 70.2% of the full-time employment in the sec-
ond-highest-paid occupation group (managers and 
directors), and a median hourly pay of £23.69, which 
was £2.62 higher than for full-time women.55

  Employers generally seem reluctant to help redress 
the unequal mobility of mothers. This effectively gives 
local employers what economists call ‘monopsony 
power’ over employment of women (they employ such a 
large proportion of the labour in one area of employ-
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ment that they can effectively dictate wages for that job). 
To induce more women to travel a greater distance, an 
employer further away would have to raise wages—but 
this means raising the wages of all employees, even the 
ones who live very close by and who would be quite pre-
pared to have traded off wages for proximity. The 
employer may notice that there is a high marginal cost of 
raising all women’s wages in order to attract a few more, 
and therefore refrain from doing so.
  Of course, women are more able today to switch to 
more remote working after having a child. Advances in 
IT are changing patterns of work, and there has been 
increased flexibility from many employers. This is 
important, but we should keep things in perspective: 
John Maynard Keynes had anticipated that by now we 
would probably only work half the week, with the rest of 
our time spent on leisure, education, retraining and so 
on. In fact, if anything, people now work longer hours 
than they have done for some time. And, frankly, tech-
nology is not particularly the friend of the working 
mother here: if employees are expected to answer emails 
at all hours of the evening, this will continue to put 
mothers at a disadvantage compared with men, due to 
their disproportionate burden of household labour. This 
reinforces the need for changes to work culture, to allow 
for greater flexibility and stop over-valuing presenteeism, 
if we really want to level the playing field for women 
with children.
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  We have a long way to go yet. The site Working Mums 
carries out an annual survey; its 2016 results suggested 
that some 18% of working mothers had had to quit their 
jobs after being refused flexible working.56 The number 
not taking up positions, or discouraged from even apply-
ing for a job better matched to their skills levels, must be 
even larger if a CBI survey from the same year is to be 
believed: it found that only one in ten job listings speci-
fied that the role could be done flexibly.57 Equally if not 
more worrying is a Europe-wide survey from 2014, 
which tested the hypothesis that women willingly accept 
low pay for greater flexibility. It found that, in fact, 
women—and workers generally in women-dominated 
sectors—had no better access to schedule control than 
in other areas of the economy.58 In other words, they 
may be simply opting for lower pay in the hope of more 
flexibility, but not necessarily receiving it.
  This is going to have to change. A report by the UK’s 
Equality and Human Rights Commission on Pay, with 
particular reference to the situation of women, concludes 
with a quote from Charles Cotton, Senior Performance 
and Reward Adviser for the CIPD, the UK’s professional 
body for HR and people development:

Many employers will need to review their recruitment 
practices so they are able to attract women into roles or 
professions where they are under-represented as well as 
creating more flexible jobs and working practices that 
enable both men and women to achieve more fulfilling 
working and family lives. Another area of focus for 
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organisations is providing mentoring support for 
women to help them prepare for senior roles and ensur-
ing that more women are short-listed for interview for 
senior positions. The key is to develop robust action 
plans to reduce pay gaps and improve gender equality 
that are backed by senior level commitment.59

There has been much anxiety about how workers’ rights 
will fare once the UK leaves the EU, but, perversely, 
Brexit may actually force firms’ hands in relation to 
women’s employment. The worry of losing EU workers 
in many of our sectors—especially hospitality—is 
encouraging change in terms of the type of workers 
being sought. As with the sudden shortage of traditional 
(men’s) labour sources during the Second World War, 
employers are turning wherever they can to find extra 
hands. In some cases, this has involved attempts at 
greater flexibility, with the hope of encouraging more 
women and mothers to work.
  Travelodge, for instance, announced in mid-March 
2019 its intention to open another 100 hotels over the 
next 5 years, but the fact that 27% of its workers were 
from the EU has been causing some headaches. As net 
immigration from the EU is falling in anticipation of 
Brexit, Travelodge has had to rethink its hiring and 
employment policies, including introducing much more 
flexible working and abolishing zero-hours contracts. 
The aim was to give more guarantees and show a clear 
path of career progression into management posts. CEO 
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Peter Gowers told the BBC’s Today programme that, as 
a result of these changes, the company has had tons of 
new applications, and a large rise in the number of 
‘working parents’ applying—a shorthand for women.60 
The question of how much they will be paid remains, 
but the Travelodge example shows that adjustments to 
working culture and workplace practices can help moth-
ers to participate more fully and more equally in the 
labour market.
  The state to which we must aspire and for which we 
must strive is one where women contemplating taking 
time out of the workplace in favour of domestic activity 
are able to make their decision in a system that values 
both choices to their real worth. This must come 
through government action to improve both maternity 
and paternity leave and pay, to support childcare, and to 
foster greater flexibility at work—employees should not 
just have the right to ask for it, but should be entitled to 
it automatically. For those who do take leave, the path of 
return to work and career must be made as easy as pos-
sible. There is no excuse for inaction here, given the 
strides made with technology, the ever-louder calls for a 
4-day week, and the mounting evidence that greater flex-
ibility can substantially improve productivity and profit-
ability. But these measures are only part of the necessary 
steps to gender equality because of continued bias and 
flawed assumptions about women’s work, which remain 
very much embedded in the system. It is to these that we 
turn in the next part of the book.
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Lots of social factors impact your pay. For example, there 
is no doubt that the quality and level of your education 
has a strong bearing on your later earnings and class, 
while your original class plays a clear role in determining 
your educational attainment. This is particularly so for 
the UK, given its fragmented schooling system: the 
OECD has found that the UK has a much stronger cor-
relation than most developed countries between the 
social class of one’s birth and one’s educational perfor-
mance (and hence life opportunities).1 But these aren’t, 
ostensibly, ‘gendered factors’. In most richer countries, 
men and women are fairly equally represented in each 
category of social status, education, genetic inheritance 
and so on—what economists would call a ‘similar distri-
bution of variables’. Yet a gender pay gap exists in all 
economies to varying degrees, even ones where the gen-
ders have equal educational opportunities, for example. 
This seems to be the case even when women work full-
time or have no children. So there are clearly other forces 
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at play beyond education and beyond motherhood.2 A 
study of the lifetime earnings of women in the US who 
had worked full-time all their lives still reveals a pay gap 
at every educational level.
  So what we see is income inequality existing between 
otherwise ‘equal’ individuals. We know that education 
levels have an impact on earnings—on balance, the more 
educated you are, the more you earn in your lifetime, 
and the more you contribute to the economy as both a 
consumer and a taxpayer. Thus textbook economics 
would predict that income discrepancies narrow with 
the narrowing of education discrepancies. In other 
words, in theory, twenty-first-century women, especially 
in developed nations, should be at least as well paid as 
men, given the largely improved access to education for 
girls in the last century and more. Yet it is still apparently 
harder for women than for men to get their due recom-
pense for their education levels. As the Institute of New 
Economic Thinking argues:

It is clear that the economy treats men and women dif-
ferently. This is much more true in some countries than 
in others, but it is true for all countries. Income dispari-
ties between men and women among otherwise similar 
individuals are one measure of this inequality … any 
differences in the figure are not due to women having 
more time out of the labour force (on average) because 
of child rearing … Yet for every level of schooling, 
women can expect to earn much less than men.3
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This is not just the case in the US, of course. The experi-
ence is repeated across most developed countries. As 
we’ve already seen, in France the pay gap between men 
and women increases as the women’s education level 
rises, reaching an astonishing 31% for those at the high-
est level. This is a mix of bias and the (related) fact that 
women end up doing jobs below their skill levels, or have 
skills that simply aren’t recognised or valued appropri-
ately by the capitalist system in which they operate. 
Women earn more as their skills levels go up—but not 
as much more as for men with the same qualifications. 
At a time of increased economic uncertainty, the fact 
that women cannot utilise all their talents represents a 
huge loss to society. A better educated workforce that 
can apply its skills to meeting the needs of the economy 
and society is good for productivity and growth. This 
means that we are facing a market failure, given the con-
tinued existence and acceptance of both overt and hid-
den barriers preventing even highly educated and skilled 
women from participating equally with men in the 
economy. Economists, both men and women, should be 
focusing on this—and governments and employers 
should be thinking about the reason for it. What else 
can it be, but bias?

* * *
While I was writing this book, a friend and former col-
league told me about an incident that neatly illustrates 
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some of the problems I’ll look at in this part of the book. 
He described how he was once on a plane for a business 
trip with his colleagues—two women and the boss, a 
man—when a female voice introduced herself over the 
Tannoy as the pilot. My friend’s boss found this too unu-
sual to ignore, and felt he had to say something: ‘Oh 
dear, we might be late. She’ll probably stop to ask the 
way!’ When the flight actually landed twenty minutes 
ahead of schedule, the boss then cracked, ‘Well, she 
probably had to get back early to pick up the kids.’ The 
two ‘girls’ in the work party were expected to laugh 
along too, and everyone knew that to say anything 
would have soured the atmosphere with a boss they had 
to work with; and after all, he was merely engaging in 
friendly teasing, rather than trying to offend. So the 
women let it go, as women so often do, and my friend 
likewise didn’t want to rock the boat, or rather plane, by 
championing the women, who may well have resented 
his intervention anyway.
  What is or isn’t acceptable humour is not the point 
here. This anecdote is a succinct example of something 
deeper than a ‘boys-will-be-boys’ excuse or the passivity 
of both men and women towards sexism. When we look 
at this phenomenon repeated across society, it amounts 
to a more serious problem: the (neo)liberal ‘free market’ 
is allowed to operate unchallenged on the basis of con-
scious and unconscious biases, which in the end fail the 
economy—and the people who live in it—by perpetuat-
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ing inequalities. This is the reason that so many ‘plane 
stories’ exist. Take my own version of it: in early 2018 I 
took part in a Union debate at Durham University, 
arguing against the motion ‘This House Believes That 
Feminism Has Lost Its Way’. A male member asked, with 
all sincerity, ‘But surely, if we had more women pilots, 
wouldn’t we need to lower standards to accommodate 
them?’ I was surprised that there was no hissing, general 
outcry, or any serious disagreement from the floor—and 
there were many young, sophisticated-looking women 
there. I lost that debate.
  This is the deeper issue I want to explore in this book: 
how capitalism interacts with gender roles and expecta-
tions, and with life chances, for both the main genders. 
All of this bias is part and parcel of how capitalism fails 
women.
  Women’s employment has gone up significantly since 
the 1970s, with women making an increasing contribu-
tion to, and considerable inroads into, many occupations 
and professions. But we have seen that the pay gap is still 
alive and kicking, across the world. The public sector is 
better on this, but data from UK government depart-
ments, for instance, indicates that women’s pay in the 
civil service still lags behind men’s. Some organisations 
that are private in constitution but in fact rely heavily on 
government funding, such as universities, have often 
been revealed to have some of the largest pay gaps, not 
only in salaries but also in bonuses. Multi-academy trusts 
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reported huge pay gaps in the UK’s first round of statu-
tory pay reviews (2018), often in excess of 50%.4 We’ve 
already looked several times in this book at the example 
of the BBC, but it’s a particularly interesting one, as a 
publicly funded corporation that has to compete in the 
marketplace. The pay reviews showed that it cannot 
escape from contemporary capitalism’s in-built bias 
against women: the BBC pays its female on-screen tal-
ent far less than their male counterparts, and has far 
fewer women than men in top positions.
  A 2018 report for the UK government by Professor 
Wendy Olsen et al. suggested that the persistence and 
scale of the gender pay gap reflects the negative 
impact of traditionally gendered ideologies, held by 
both employers and employees. The chart below rep-
resents their summary of the observable characteris-
tics that increase or decrease the pay gap. Perhaps 
more importantly, it also shows their estimation that 
‘Unobserved Factors’ associated with gender accoun
ted for 35% of the pay gap. That is, even allowing for 
differences we can easily measure (and these are them-
selves related to gender), there is still an unexplained 
pay gap of over a third.5
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  Using a similar method but different data, the ONS 
found the unexplained (or ‘unobserved’) gap to be even 
greater, as large as two thirds. This leaves a lot of room 
for explanations that relate to direct discrimination 
against women, but it is not correct to assume that this 
would account for all of the ‘unexplained’ pay gap. As 
the ONS fairly points out:

The analysis would benefit from information on family 
structures, education and career breaks; without these 

Main drivers and protective factors of the UK gender pay 
gap, including 35% ‘unobserved’ contributing factors

Source: UK Government Equalities Office, 2018.
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the unexplained element is over-stated. Factors such as 
the number of children, the age of children, whether 
parents have any caring responsibilities, the number of 
years spent in school and the highest level of qualifica-
tion achieved are likely to improve the estimation of 
men’s and women’s pay structures and consequently 
decrease the unexplained element of the pay gap. As a 
result, the unexplained element should not be inter-
preted as a measure of discriminatory behaviour, 
though it is possible that this plays a part.6

Nevertheless, what this chart shows is that, even allow-
ing for impacts heavily related to gender roles, there is a 
gap of one to two thirds in which direct biased discrimi-
nation can be expected to play a part. And there is strong 
evidence of direct discrimination against women in the 
jobs market, where perceptions persist that women 
either don’t want to move up or wouldn’t be up to the 
job if they did.
  One of the quotes related to this issue that I have always 
found the most striking is from Dame Fiona Woolf. I first 
met her when I was Head of International Privatisations 
at the major accounting multinational KPMG and she 
was fronting her law firm’s various joint attempts to 
restructure energy sectors around the world. In an inter-
view after she became the third ever female Lord Mayor of 
the City of London, she talked of the time she had had to 
actively ask for partnership to become her law firm’s first 
female partner: ‘The senior partner was actually quite 
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surprised I might want a partnership, he told me,’ she 
said.7 It was clearly assumed at that time (the early 1980s!) 
that women had no ambitions. They do—it is just that 
they get put off. But if they overcome the discouraging 
environment around them, and do ask for a promotion or 
pay rise, they may get it—provided they work in a more 
women-friendly environment. Otherwise they might be 
considered too pushy.
  When I became the first female client-focused consul-
tancy partner at KPMG in 1990, I was told that I could 
become a member of a club paid for by the firm—not a 
sports club, of course, but a ‘gentlemen’s club’. I immedi-
ately replied with my choice: the Reform, where my 
previous boss used to take me all the time for lunches 
and meetings with other senior bank economists and 
Treasury officials, and which had been among the first 
clubs to open membership to women a few years earlier. 
Despite that change, the shock of the senior partner at 
my suggestion was palpable. He was speechless for a 
while, and I worried about whether I had said the wrong 
thing and if my partnership was going to be taken away 
from me. But he then recovered and said, ‘Great—I will 
sign the book for you.’ He meant the members’ book, 
which is left open for all to see who is applying to join, 
and for them to add their signature in approval of you as 
a new member. He kept his word, approved my applica-
tion and I became a member of the Reform Club pretty 
soon after. KPMG stopped paying for all our club sub-
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scriptions a few years later as a matter of policy, but of 
course I carried on my membership, and am still a proud 
member to this day.
  So if you don’t ask, you don’t get. But, while this might 
work for some, it doesn’t for many, as sometimes-insur-
mountable unconscious bias remains. Ann Bentley of 
construction group Rider Levett Bucknall has this to say 
about her first years working as one of an organisation’s 
very few female engineers: ‘What I could definitely see in 
myself and my female colleagues at this stage was that we 
waited to be asked to do things. And I definitely changed 
my behaviour in my late 20s/early 30s in this respect. If I 
didn’t put myself forward, we would be deemed not to be 
committed, whereas I thought [early on that] if I was 
good enough I would be appointed. I definitely adopted 
the “stop me if you dare” methodology, otherwise I felt I 
would be passed over for opportunities.’
  Bentley went on to become a very successful business 
owner, in what is still perceived as a man’s world. So 
clearly there is no lack of ambition among women, even 
those who refrain or once refrained from making 
demands. But women know they are being viewed differ-
ently and therefore treated differently. And the frustra-
tion is palpable, as the watch entrepreneur Rebecca 
Struthers made clear in conversation with fellow entre-
preneur Beverley Nielsen: ‘There is certainly a bias 
against women in my industry, which is still incredibly 
male-dominated both within the sector and within the 
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client base. There is no research in my industry, to my 
knowledge, examining the challenges women face in the 
workplace and in starting their own workshops; likely 
because too few of us exist to put together a significant 
case study group. I have personally witnessed men with 
less experience, fewer qualifications, and a limited track 
record being given opportunities that I have been 
refused. I’ve met with industry organisations who claim 
to be doing all they can to support women in industry, 
[but which] however, have treated me with blatant bias 
when it came to the application of that support.’
  Of course, legislation in the UK and a great many 
other countries prohibits any difference in direct treat-
ment of men and women, in terms of pay and conditions 
of employment. But establishing equivalence of jobs can 
be difficult, and we know that occupations are often seg-
regated, making direct comparisons difficult. Men who 
have a particular preference for jobs in sectors domi-
nated by women will tolerate the lower pay that is gener-
ally the norm in those sectors, but obviously they will be 
in a minority. As the ONS notes, ‘When employment 
within an occupation is heavily skewed towards either 
men or women, it is likely to introduce occupational 
segregation—where some occupations become more 
attractive than others to either men or women.’8

  This in itself can lead to a pay gap. If most of an 
employer’s workforce can be filled with women workers, 
then costs may be reduced by only using men to make up 
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the residual. This might help explain, for example, why 
in 2016 some 84.6% of nursery and primary school 
teachers, 91.4% of teaching assistants and 82.2% of 
school support staff were female.9 (The latest figures 
have little changed from these.)10 If women are crowded 
into certain occupations, they may earn less than their 
other personal characteristics, such as education and 
work ethic, would be worth in other occupations. The 
ONS again: ‘The gender pay gap for full-time workers is 
entirely in favour of men for all occupations; however, 
occupational crowding has an effect since those occupa-
tions with the smallest gender pay gap have almost equal 
employment shares between men and women.’ So job 
segregation lies behind some of the gap—19% of it, 
according to Olsen’s chart above. But there is something 
else happening too: under-representation of women at 
senior levels of organisations, due to bias.

Bias in hiring decisions

The UK’s Hampton-Alexander Review, mentioned in 
Part 1, published its interim report in mid-2018, which 
incorporated the results of surveys of company chair-
men. Among others, these surveys produced the quote 
‘We have one woman already on the board, so we are 
done—it is someone else’s turn’.11 Of course, having a 
single woman on your board changes very little in terms 
of the organisation’s overall gender bias; you hear very 
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often from women on boards that the impact they can 
make increases hugely if there are at least two of them, 
and not just one token woman to show ‘compliance’. Yet 
this belief that having just one woman does the trick 
persists in hiring decisions. A study in the Harvard 
Business Review showed that, if you had one woman on 
the final shortlist of four, the chances of them being 
hired were not one in four. They were practically zero. 
That is because being the lone woman candidate high-
lights your ‘difference’ from the perceived ‘norm’, which 
makes it harder for hiring personnel to view you as suit-
able for the job. The chances of a woman being hired 
increased dramatically, to 50%, if there was just one 
more woman on the shortlist—and to 67% if the major-
ity of candidates (three out of four) were women.12

  This finding rings true for, and reflects the frustra-
tions of, many senior women I know, who are put on 
longlists to ensure enough women are on them, and then 
on shortlists where they are the only woman. This tends 
to satisfy a company’s requirement to be seen as open to 
women, but this ‘minimal’ system ensures that women 
are rarely the ones selected for the non-executive direc-
tor positions, which usually go to (white, middle-aged) 
men. The same study found a similar bias in hiring pat-
terns in relation to ethnic minorities. Whether it’s 
women, people of colour, or women of colour, such bias 
in recruitment and promotion clearly results in resource 
misallocation. We know by now what that means: it 
amounts to a market failure, as it reduces competition.
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  Lack of women in a particular workforce has the same 
effect as lack of women on a particular shortlist, making 
‘others’ or ‘alternatives’ of the type of person that makes 
up more than half the world’s population. The antique-
dealing sisters Emily and Victoria Ceraudo told the 
Sunday Times style magazine that ‘It is unusual to see a 
female antique seller or auctioneer … we are normally 
the youngest there and the only women. The smallhold-
ers in the antiques business often look at us as though 
we’re homeowners and just dabbling. They are even 
more confused when we know what we’re talking about 
or outbid them on something’.13

  According to Sukhi Clark, former Head of Engin
eering Operations at Jaguar Land Rover, ‘As an observa-
tion, people tend to like people like themselves. It takes 
a braver manager to employ someone who’s different. So 
choosing a female engineer as the boss is harder because 
of this unconscious bias.’ Construction suffers from this 
issue, too. It is a particularly tough sector to recruit 
into—there are constant skills shortages—and recruit-
ing more women is therefore a must. Yet not enough of 
them are currently coming into the industry, and so 
there are not enough women designing our future build-
ings and cities. Just waiting around for things to change 
in this regard will be like waiting for Godot.
  Ann Bentley, who is on the board of Rider Levett 
Bucknall, believes in targets and has been known to 
defend them publicly on panels; without them, she says, 
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the industry is just paying lip service to gender equality. 
She quotes Thames Tideway as a good example: the 
CEO has set a very challenging target of 50% women 
employees, arguing that this may be incredibly hard to 
achieve. However, just setting the target will encourage 
more women to want to join. It is a good plan, as in 
Bentley’s experience, women are far more loyal: ‘Our 
evidence is that women don’t move much at all.’ This 
makes them particularly worth recruiting from a busi-
ness perspective, to improve retention, and firm policies 
should encourage women to want to stay. But it won’t be 
easy to improve recruitment. As Bentley says:

I definitely believe in quotas in terms of shortlists. I 
accept we do need to recruit a person who is likely to 
fulfil the role. However, I don’t know how good people 
will be until they are around a year into their roles. I’d 
like to see at least 30% of our shortlists containing 
women. But even coming up with diverse shortlists is 
harder work for recruitment companies.

  Women in top management positions are far more 
likely to be viewed as individuals rather than as the 
‘token woman’ if the group is more gender-balanced 
overall, regardless of the skills or qualifications that may 
have led them to be appointed.14 When there is only one 
woman in the picture, women are just as likely as men to 
suspect ‘tokenism’—appointing the odd woman to a top 
position for the sake of form, while doing very little to 
change the biased way an organisation functions. 
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Indeed, tokenism can even make gender bias worse, 
since it fosters the resentful view among some men that 
all women who’ve risen to the top are only in their senior 
roles as an undeserving sacrifice on the altar of political 
correctness. Far from ‘solving’ the gender inequality 
issue or making a concession to women, tokenism makes 
the place look uninviting to women, since it suggests a 
failure to consider ways to alter the overall gender bal-
ance in a sustainable, long-term way.
  On the other side of the gender ratio scale, one of the 
professions seemingly dominated by women is interior 
design. The experience of a young man I know well, a 
friend of the family, is telling. Having just graduated 
from the Courtauld Institute of Art, and looking for his 
first job, he walked into a fabric shop in Chelsea looking 
for employment. He managed to get an interview, but 
was then quizzed about how he could cope working in a 
predominantly female environment, and in particular 
how he would interact socially. He was told, ‘We don’t 
talk about football here, you know’. He is the last person 
I know who would ever talk about football, as he has 
zero interest in it, and he did tell them this—but obvi-
ously the fact that he was a man acted against him. He 
didn’t get the job.
  Obviously women still have a lot to learn, particu-
larly on how to use the power they have once they get 
to senior roles and the importance of helping other 
women into those top roles, avoiding stereotypes and 
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prejudices themselves. We have all been conditioned 
under the same system. But men have kept these top 
positions for themselves for much longer, and a further 
push is needed for this to change. Until we see a change 
in the make-up of those making recruitment and pro-
motion decisions, we will not see a change in hiring 
bias. A culture that deems some jobs to be ‘men’s work’, 
and others ‘women’s work’, together with the gendered 
bunching in occupations that we have noted, results in 
active job segregation. Unfortunately, the ‘women’s’ 
jobs are also often the worse-paid and lower-ranked 
ones, with adverse impacts on women’s long-term earn-
ing power and overall empowerment. Once these pat-
terns become ingrained, they are difficult to shift, from 
either side.
  As we saw extensively in Part 2, much of this job seg-
regation is due to women’s lower mobility and greater 
domestic commitments, and their over-representation in 
part-time work to accommodate this, particularly among 
mothers. Yet there is ample evidence of organisations 
discouraging women—either consciously or uncon-
sciously—from staying on in higher-ranking jobs, irre-
spective of whether they are mothers.15 This is because, 
beyond specific concerns about retention of mothers, we 
tend to favour people who are more like ourselves: male 
managers hiring for a senior position are more likely to 
hire another man, and the more men there are running 
the show, the greater the chance that another man will 
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be hired the next time. That leads to a serious lack of 
women role models in most sectors.
  Some women will rise to the top, of course, and ana-
lysts will always try to understand why. Some make it 
through inherited wealth—or family business connec-
tions—and others for more unclear reasons. Tracy 
McVeigh, writing in the Observer in 2014, linked the 
success of Angela Merkel, Hillary Rodham Clinton, 
Christine Lagarde, Oprah Winfrey, Sheryl Sandberg, 
J.K.  Rowling and Beyoncé to the fact that they were all 
first-born children in their family. I was sadly the second 
born, but still the first daughter—does that count? In 
seriousness, what is clear is that women who have suc-
ceeded in a man’s world have done so by being (at least) 
twice as good as the men. Why it is acceptable that a 
woman, possibly with children, is often expected to 
work so much harder than a man to make it? This is a 
question that society needs to ask itself. And the ques-
tion that a free-market capitalist society needs to ask 
itself is: why aren’t we fixing the obvious market failure 
that this represents?
  Sukhi Clark, reflecting on her own career to the top 
of engineering, says: ‘It was not easy simply because it 
was not that easy, and in part [also] because I was doing 
it as a woman’. It is not easy or comfortable when there 
aren’t many of you at the top to act as a challenger or 
disruptor—a highly essential role in any organisation. 
As Beverley Nielsen puts it: ‘As a woman, it is likely that 
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if you are in this role, you are a mould-breaker, and this 
in turn will mean there are few others to compare notes 
with, or to gain moral support from. But, more than 
that, [there is no one] to learn useful lessons from. You 
will be left to make it up as you go along. And that is a 
hard way to learn.’ So being a woman at the top is lonely. 
It’s also very hard work. Sukhi Clark adds:

You almost need to be twice as good as a woman, as if 
you make a mistake, you stand out. Female engineers 
are fantastic. They go out of their way to really under-
stand what engineering is and how to get it done. I am 
not saying they don’t make mistakes, but they have a 
way of working to make sure of things.

  This tells us not only that women are likely to be more 
diligent in their work, but also that there is an insecurity 
more common among women. To succeed, then, a 
woman also needs to develop a thick skin, which many 
self-confident men seem to have in abundance. A very 
respectable, politically centrist newspaper ran a long 
article in 2018 on the women at the top of UK firms 
who had had to resign, bringing companies down while 
at the helm and so on—this has happened with count-
less men who don’t, on balance, get that negative cover-
age. What is more, the implication of such stories is: 
well, we have tried having women at the top, and look 
where it has led us!
  So there is clearly an attitude problem, and it seems 
that only a ‘tipping point’ number of women breaking 
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through can change this. Women making a difference is 
what we want to see become the norm—that is how we 
can deal with all the issues of gender discrimination that 
are increasing inequality and hardship for women and 
their families, and keeping the economy from perform-
ing sustainably and at its best. The Overseas Develop
ment Institute think tank reviewed the global evidence 
on the factors that enable women to gain a substantive 
voice—a role in leadership and decision-making. Its 
2015 report concluded:

The combination of economic capital (e.g. women’s 
ownership of productive assets and control over 
income) with other types of resources associated with 
social and cultural capital (e.g. education, skills train-
ing, awareness raising with men, and logistical support 
to engage in collective action) increases the likelihood 
of women gaining more power at the household level, 
and the potential for change at the community and 
national level.16

The report found that, across the world, women still ‘over-
whelmingly’ had limited access to positions of leadership. 
Yes, there were some improvements in the percentage 
being elected to central or local government—more so in 
some parts of the world than others—but they were less 
likely to be in key cabinet positions or in executive branch 
posts. The ODI did find women in leadership roles in 
social movements, and in organisations that focus on 
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women’s and gender issues, but they are under-represented 
elsewhere, and certainly hugely absent from senior roles, 
as the report points out. In the private sector, this is par-
ticularly so in business management and business associa-
tions, meaning that women are largely excluded from 
corporate decision-making.
  India makes for an interesting example, being one of 
the most populated and fastest-growing countries in the 
world, and also one that is undergoing a rapid techno-
logical revolution in the twenty-first century. Yet a 2016 
report by the Indian sociologist K.  Bhavani Shankar 
showed that the percentage of women represented in 
parliamentary seats was just 8%; for cabinet posts it was 
6%, and less than 4% in the high courts and the Indian 
Supreme Court. Women were almost non-existent in 
senior private-sector posts. This is despite the fact that 
Indian girls often outperform boys in education.17

  The problem is an urgent one. Beyond active measures 
taken by senior women to close the pay and promotion 
gap, having more women at the top also organically helps 
this, because—as various studies have shown—the pres-
ence of women role models raises the aspirations of oth-
ers.18 Having more women among the world’s business 
leaders could be instrumental in better supporting 
women’s retention and progress, while also ensuring bet-
ter decision making and outcomes—most research stud-
ies link presence of women in executive positions with 
greater profitability (see below).
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  As we saw in the Introduction, with women in the 
EU becoming better represented in politics, the ‘power’ 
index has improved slightly. But the overall European 
gender balance index hardly moved at all in the 10 years 
to 2015, because the economic power—in other words, 
the money—has hardly changed hands. Yes, having a 
few successful and self-confident women at the top pro-
vides a few role models for others to emulate. But the 
problem with the short-termist way capitalism works, as 
critics of the ‘lean in’ philosophy would point out (see 
Part 4), is that individual women’s ‘assertive action’ and 
self-belief would only help the 1% who rise to the top, 
leaving some 99% of women unaffected, their lot unim-
proved.19 Any progress on the number of senior women 
has come about not through a ‘can-do’ attitude among 
leading women, but mainly through the imposition of 
quotas or strong voluntary targets. It takes time for the 
culture to change fundamentally: for work practices to 
change appreciably and for any consistent effect to 
come through.
  As long as the pressure keeps up, one can and should 
remain hopeful. But we should also get more women 
involved in the process of change. As Ann Bentley of 
Rider Levett Bucknall put it, there is still ‘a lack of 
women in senior management roles, and consequently, 
too many decisions about what support women need to 
advance their careers and businesses are being decided 
by men’.
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Bias in hiring: bad for business

Of course, hiring after your own image does not guaran-
tee that the best person will be hired, or that they have 
any idea how to lead a team. The (female) head of the 
UK’s Serious Fraud Office, for instance, has warned that 
due to recruitment bias ‘we are not getting the best 
decision-making we could’.20 Professor Tomas Chamorro 
Premuzic, an organisational psychologist at Columbia 
University, argues that men tend to interview better, and 
that narcissistic men are good at getting jobs in inter-
views but make lousy leaders—presumably doing more 
harm than good to a business. Women tend to lose out 
in interviews because they come over as more hesitant, 
but in fact, Chamorro Premuzic says, would have made 
good leaders. Those ‘feminine’ qualities of cautiousness 
and consideration are a good thing for business, whether 
in men or in women, and ‘women lead in a more trans-
formational way, are less likely to be absentee leaders and 
have more emotional intelligence’. So instead of wanting 
to see women behave more assertively in interviews, 
Chamorro Premuzic sees the solution in women staying 
as they are, but with their qualities recognised through 
promotion. But unless the dominant hiring ethos shifts, 
men will hire men in perpetuity, and the potential ben-
efits for individual employers and the economy as a 
whole will be lost.21

  Not all men are narcissistic, of course—nor is this the 
main argument here, and there are narcissistic women 
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out there too. But there is a general rule of thumb about 
gendered behaviours, because society as a whole and our 
labour market in particular perpetuates them. Men who 
are not naturally narcissistic are far more likely than 
women to act that way anyway, because this is what is 
expected of them if they wish to succeed in the work-
place. At the leaving reception for an outgoing perma-
nent secretary (a high-ranking UK civil servant), their 
coach—who works with some very senior people—told 
me that all the women come to her saying they lack con-
fidence and want it boosted. The men, even if they feel 
the same way, don’t ever admit to it, and cover it up in the 
way they behave. Instead their interest in coaching is to 
get help in sorting out their career path, so that they can 
move to a better paid job—simple! But the damage is 
done if the practice of hiring people like oneself does not 
lead to getting the best person for the job.
  The homeware entrepreneur Emma Bridgewater says: 
‘An equally weighted group in terms of sexes would 
deliver a more sustainable answer in business and poli-
tics, in pretty much any situation; I really believe this.’ 
She worries about whether men care equally about 
some of the issues that bother women who have had 
children:

The fact we bear and care for the babies when they’re 
small, perhaps that makes us more concerned with what 
we leave behind, our legacy. Just look at the reception 
[teenage climate activist] Greta Thunberg has had from 
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a lot of men as a young girl. One of my daughters is 
studying in Rome at present. She commented to me, 
‘It’s so lovely here. Do you think it will still be here so I 
can visit with my daughter one day?’ She was asking if 
there will still be a world when she herself has grown up 
children. I’m ashamed that my generation can laugh off 
that question.

  Not everyone would agree that mothers will make 
better decisions because they have more at stake, but it’s 
hard to argue with the fact that women work differently 
and in ways that can bring huge benefit to an organisa-
tion. Angela Burman of Burman Bears also believes that, 
if women were more involved in business, business mod-
els would be more sustainable. And they can be an inspi-
ration to many others coming up: ‘I’ve been around a lot 
of strong women and I feed off it and I have learnt a lot 
from them, which has helped me to grow’.
  The academic evidence on this is strong. The tendency 
for organisations to select people similar to the leaders 
they are replacing has been described as a form of clon-
ing—one that perpetuates unequal representation, risks 
‘group think’ and discourages appropriate challenge. 
One analysis of the lack of women leaders in higher edu-
cation looked at these phenomena, bringing together 
previous research on the subject and pointing out that 
none of them are beneficial to good governance of a uni-
versity.22 Ann Francke, CEO of the UK’s Chartered 
Management Institute, despaired and fumed in a Sunday 
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Times interview about the ‘groupthink’ of all-male 
boards: ‘Typically, it is a bunch of almost exclusively 
white men sitting around a table, reinforcing each other’s 
beliefs’. She believes this to be at the heart of almost 
every corporate disaster in history.
  On the contrary, there is a strong business case for a 
heterogeneous executive management team reflecting a 
diversity of backgrounds and talents. A 2018 report by 
the major consultancy McKinsey, which calculated the 
business benefits of including more women in the 
executive team, found that those companies with the 
greatest gender diversity were also likely to be some 
21% more profitable, and 27% more likely to create 
superior value for shareholders.23 This is clearly due to 
the different skills that women can add to leadership of 
an organisation. A study in 2007 by Professor Øyvind 
L.  Martinsen of the BI Norwegian Business School 
found that, of the 3,000 subjects analysed, women 
scored higher in most areas of competence, including 
communication, openness, innovation, sociability and 
offering support, as well as in methodical management 
and goal-setting. Although men were more able to cope 
with work-related stress—maybe because they didn’t 
also have the stress of domestic work to deal with!
  But here is the perennial problem I have been outlin-
ing throughout this book: free-market capitalism is not 
inclined to take the long view like this. It demands quick 
and easy results, and the men who largely make the 
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world’s hiring decisions can see a safe and lazy option in 
‘more of the same’. Unless the state intervenes to force 
their hand, they will continue to take that option. To 
understand the full scale of this market failure, we 
should look at a few different sectors of our economy 
that are suffering from bias against women.

Bias in the legal professions

To start with, there has been a lot in the papers since 
about 2018 on the way in which women barristers and 
solicitors are belittled in courts and by male colleagues. 
Baroness Hale, the most senior female judge in the UK, 
was the first woman to be appointed to the UK’s 
Supreme Court, of which she is now the President. In 
2013 she was voted the most influential woman in the 
UK by the BBC.  In a 2014 interview in the Evening 
Standard, she spoke of the misogyny in some parts of 
the profession and said that progress in boosting the 
number of women in senior judicial roles remains ‘pain-
fully slow’.24 In earlier interviews she has also referred to 
the culture of ‘unconscious sexism’:

There are women of my generation who’ve had to face 
the fact that some people may judge women’s behav-
iours differently from how they’ve judged men. They 
accuse women of being ambitious, as if that was a bad 
thing, or of being strident, or opinionated. No thing 
that a man is ever criticised for.25
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The latest data on female progression in the law makes 
for grim reading. There was a bit of confusion in 2018 
when six of the UK’s ten largest law firms did not 
include partners in their first annual pay gap figures. As 
with accountancy firms, the law does not require inclu-
sion of partners in the pay review, as they are technically 
self-employed and do not fall into the category of work-
ers whose salaries need to be reported. The following 
year, 2019, all ten of the largest legal firms did include 
partners, revealing a median gender pay gap of 43%—as 
opposed to the 28.3% shown if partners are not taken 
into account. Both figures were higher than for the pre-
vious year (42.6% with partners, 27.6% without).
  There are now three women among the 12 Supreme 
Court judges, Baroness Hale, Lady Black and Lady 
Arden. In an interview in 2018, Hale once again decried 
the lack of women represented in the senior UK judici-
ary. She acknowledged that entry levels had changed—
when she was studying law she was one of six women in 
her class of 100 students, whereas now women are there 
in larger numbers than men. But she expressed concern 
at the high rates of attrition later on and higher up, with 
talented women choosing to take on legal jobs in the 
government that allow more flexibility and fewer work 
hours. She was clear about the reasons for this: ‘It is not 
easy to combine practice at the Bar or in a big city 
solicitor’s firm with family and other responsibilities.’26 
But this means that fewer women remain in the private-
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sector pool from which the senior judiciary is tradition-
ally recruited.
  Dana Denis-Smith is the founder of the First 100 
Years project, which charts the history of women in the 
law in the UK.  She agrees with the President of the 
Supreme Court, arguing in City AM in 2019 that, for 
women, ‘the rigid and inflexible structures in many firms 
are still preventing their progress to senior positions’. 
Her concern is that women are still not represented in 
sufficient numbers in senior positions across all segments 
of the legal profession—whether as equity partners in 
law firms, as QCs or in the judiciary more generally. She 
is also worried that they are paid less than their male 
counterparts. In her view, quotas are necessary, since self-
regulation only takes you so far.27

Bias in the public sector

In general, the UK civil service has been way ahead of 
both the private sector and the professions more gener-
ally when it comes to promoting women into leadership 
roles, and there is a lot to learn from best practice. In 
2014 women made up some 37% of the senior civil 
service.28 But this is not necessarily the case across the 
public sector as a whole, where senior women are con-
siderably less evident. The percentage of local council 
chief executives who are women, for example, was just 
24% in 2018, improving only fractionally in recent years. 
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Although women account for 75% of local government 
jobs, women councillors are only 30% of the total. There 
are concerns elsewhere that parts of the public sector are 
going backwards on diversity and inclusivity. A 2019 
report by the NHS Confederation found that the per-
centage of ethnic-minority chairs and chief executives of 
NHS trusts in England had fallen from 15% in 2010 to 
8% in 2018. As for women, their representation had 
dropped from a rather high 47% in 2002 to just 38% in 
2018. Yet the workforce is 77% female.29

  The figures are even more extreme for public finance. 
The gender balance index produced annually by OMFIF, 
a think tank and financial sector consultancy on whose 
advisory board I sit, tracks the rate at which women are 
rising up public financial institutions such as central 
banks, sovereign funds and public pensions institutions. 
In 2019 it found that things have improved, but at a 
disappointing rate.30 Globally only 14 out of 173 central 
banks were headed by a woman, and some 20% of them 
had no women at all on their boards. The figure rose to 
63 central banks with women in top positions if you 
took into account deputy governors. Only eight sover-
eign funds were run by women. The countries with the 
best gender balances were spread across the world and 
the wealth scale, from Iceland to Albania to Rwanda, but 
some trends could be seen. On the whole, Europe did 
best on senior women, Asia worst, and the US some-
where in between, though improving.
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  As I write, none of the Bank of England’s four Deputy 
Governors are women, but it is trying hard to increase 
the gender balance on its policy-making committee. The 
Prudential Regulation Authority, which supervises and 
regulates UK financial institutions, now has two 
women—both Dames of the British Empire, for some 
reason. Maybe that is the nearest to a man one can get! 
But there is still only one woman on the Monetary 
Policy Committee, which fixes interest rates in the 
UK.  The furore has been so strong that the then-Chan-
cellor of the Exchequer Philip Hammond, under whom 
the Bank’s Governor is appointed, hired an all-women 
recruitment firm to find the next Governor—it special-
ises in finding women board candidates. Does that tell 
us something about change to come? Let’s hope so.
  The obvious beacon of women’s leadership in public 
finance is Christine Lagarde. She says that she hasn’t 
faced sexism, because she is ‘too old and too tall, it is 
hard to be sexist towards someone who is older and 
taller than you’.31 Well, many of us are old, though maybe 
not as tall, but we are not all head of the IMF.  Not all 
women are born equal, and we need gender equality for 
the many, not the few. Also, without wanting to detract 
from Lagarde’s achievements, she was the first woman 
ever to get the top job, and we could have been waiting 
even longer if the stars hadn’t aligned: she was lucky that 
her male predecessor had to resign, mired in a sex scan-
dal, and that another French person had to be found in 
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a hurry to replace him. But Lagarde has set a trend—it 
looks, at the time of writing, as if her successor at the 
IMF may well be another woman, if the EU candidate (a 
Bulgarian) is accepted as her replacement.

Bias in the financial sector

It is true that the IMF has championed gender equality 
strenuously and is prepared to call out bad practice 
where it sees it. Lagarde herself has been part of that 
leadership. In the same interview where she quipped 
about being too tall for sexism to hold her back, she 
expressed concern that some firms may have become 
more reluctant since 2017 to hire women, due to fear of 
issues that the #MeToo movement might expose. If this 
is the case, and the response to revelations of harassment 
and assault is to avoid women rather than confront men, 
then it seems clear that the world of finance still has a 
way to go in committing to righting the wrongs done to 
women in the sector. The research Lagarde has been 
doing to construct a gender equality index for the finan-
cial sector suggests that there may indeed be something 
of a ‘backlash’ against diversity. Many institutions or 
firms she and her organisation spoke to thought that 
they were perhaps focusing too much on diversity, at the 
cost of other things they should be doing. In other 
words, short-term profits and savings still come first.
  Even when steps are taken towards better gender 
equality, this too may well be out of worries of a nega-
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tive reputational or regulatory backlash, rather than 
being motivated by principle. Kat Usita is an economist 
in the City of London. Now in her early 30s, she started 
her working life in the Philippines, where who you 
know is crucially important—her family knew someone 
in the Ministry of Finance who knew someone in a 
bank, and so on. She describes the culture of that world 
as very male-dominated; women were few and far 
between, and sexist comments were common. There 
were no senior women in the bank where she worked. 
She says it was only when she came to the UK that she 
realised that those comments would be considered har-
assment in Britain, and she finds her working atmos-
phere in the UK much improved as a result. But, she 
wonders, how much of this is because firms and indi-
viduals in UK finance believe in gender equality and 
understand the benefits of diversity? And how much is 
because they have suddenly started ‘talking the talk’ to 
avoid litigation and scandals negatively affecting their 
reputation? Most large firms these days have diversity 
officers who do and say all the right things, but she 
doubts that the underlying unconscious bias has shifted 
at all. As Usita puts it, ‘meritocracy only works when 
the level playing field is even’.
  So it is not surprising to see the analysis of 20-first, a 
gender balance consultancy, which finds that the make-
up of executive top teams, rather than of boards, is the 
best measure of progress. It looked at the top 20 finan-
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cial sector companies in the Fortune Global 500, and 
detected only some very slow progress in recent years. 
The percentage of women in top teams rose from 14% in 
2014 to 18% in 2018. In the technology sector, which 
has been another laggard, the percentage for the 20 lead-
ing companies has inched up from 11% to 14%—
though this is entirely due to the shrinking of the size of 
executive committees in the sector, which has increased 
the share of female representation. In fact, the rise over 
that period in the number rather than the percentage of 
women on executive committees was just one.
  20-first goes one step further than most researchers of 
women’s progress, awarding extra ‘good’ points to the 
companies with women on the executive committees 
who have line roles—in other words, women who are 
CEOs or CFOs with subordinates reporting to them. 
The consultancy makes clear that support roles such as 
HR, legal or communications, though important in an 
organisation, ‘rarely lead to the very top’. Indeed, its 
research suggests that, although the UK saw a 2% rise in 
the top 20 companies from 2014 to 2018 (16% to 18%), 
most women are stuck in staff roles, and there was actu-
ally a sharp reduction of women in line roles, from 41% 
to 25%. As Kat Usita wrote in a bulletin on her research 
for OMFIF’s Global Equality Index, we have a long way 
to go still.
  Even a cursory look at the UK proves her right. The 
private finance entities seem to be ahead of the public 
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institutions, but are not great performers either. As the 
IMF has reported, women do not feature prominently 
in leadership roles in finance. In 2018, less than 20% of 
bank board seats were held by women and women made 
up a minimal 2% of bank CEOs. The statutory pay 
review data for 2019 shows that the gender pay gap in 
finance firms is now some 26.3%, up from 25.7% the 
year before and way above the average of 14.2% across all 
sectors. The differences in bonuses, according to 
Bloomberg analysis, was even worse, at 48.1%. These 
figures are an indicator of how little impact women 
make in senior positions across the sector. At HSBC UK 
the bonus paid to women was just a quarter of that paid 
to men. And Reuters reported that one third of the 
financial-sector firms had gone backwards in the year.32 
Private equity firms and hedge funds have generally 
escaped having to report, but Blackstone was one of few 
to publish its pay gap—and it has announced that an 
active recruitment drive for senior women had allowed 
it to reduce its bonus gap from 75.4% to ‘only’ 67.7%.
  Overall, the picture in the financial sector seems to be 
one of too little, too late. Virgin Money, now owned by 
Clydesdale Bank and Yorkshire Bank, achieved a small 
fall in its gender pay gap from 32.5% to 29.7%, but its 
own former chief, Dame Jayne-Anne Gadhia, has been 
critical of the financial sector’s performance, arguing 
that ‘businesses need to realize that they will not succeed 
unless they embrace diversity as a key driver of results 
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and growth.’33 Now running the government-backed 
Women in Finance charter, Gadhia has challenged 
finance firms to take gender equality seriously, measure 
how they are doing, take action in terms of targets, and 
make senior executives accountable for failure to meet 
them. My experience in the civil service was that perma-
nent secretaries’ bonuses were linked to achieving diver-
sity targets, and that was certainly helpful. But nothing 
like this seems to be happening in the private sector, at 
least not in a transparent way that may send signals fur-
ther down the organisation. The UK government also 
recommended that, alongside their statutory pay 
reviews, firms should publish action plans on how they 
intend to tackle gender imbalance—but this has not 
happened, and it is now left to individual firms to decide 
whether they want to do so. Many, of course, don’t.
  It can’t be said that there’s nothing more to be done by 
the state here. Other countries have gone much more 
firmly down that route. In Sweden, for example, every 
company with more than 25 employees needs to pro-
duce such an ‘equality plan’. Nicky Morgan was the UK’s 
Equalities and Women Minister and Secretary of State 
for Education from 2014 to 2016. She then took on the 
role of Chair of the Commons Treasury Select Comm
ittee, and in that capacity ran an inquiry in 2018 on 
women in finance. The inquiry highlighted the usual 
failings of the sector as a whole, urging City institutions 
to sign up for the Women in Finance Charter, reduce 
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unconscious bias and increase female representation 
particularly in senior roles. However, it concluded that 
much needed to be done not only by private banks, but 
also by the Bank of England, the Treasury and the regu-
lators in ensuring more women in senior positions.34 
Morgan called for women on the shortlist for the next 
Bank of England Governor, castigating the Bank—and 
by association the Treasury, which approves of candi-
dates—for choosing the only man out of the five candi-
dates for the latest appointment to the Monetary Policy 
Committee. Interestingly, after Morgan’s criticism the 
two dames mentioned earlier were appointed to the 
Prudential Regulation Authority.
  The Government response to the inquiry was luke-
warm.35 In an interview framing Bloomberg News’ 
equality summit in May 2019, Morgan said that her 
committee was ‘very disappointed’ with the 2018 Pay 
Review figures, which showed that Goldman Sachs 
Group Inc, HSBC Holdings Plc and Barclays Bank Plc 
were all paying men at least 49% more than women. But 
given that there are no plans to punish the banks for 
their pay gap, or even the organisations that fail to report 
at all, all she could promise was the intention to sum-
mon these banks, and others with appalling records such 
as Lloyds Banking Group and Clydesdale Bank, and grill 
them publicly about their future intentions. The pro-
ceedings of the Select Committee are televised on BBC’s 
Parliament channel. Mentioning me as an advocate of 
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quotas, Morgan told Bloomberg’s David Hillier, ‘What 
we need to do is change the culture and quotas don’t do 
that … My target is to no longer need to speak about this 
issue because it’s gone away.’36

  All I can say to this is, well, hardly! After all this time 
and with so little progress at the top, it seems a forlorn 
hope to think that a telling off by a cross-party select 
committee will indeed achieve what she wants, namely 
‘changing the culture that underlies the discriminatory 
practices’ of banks and other financial institutions. It 
requires a little bit more than that! And Morgan is sim-
ply wrong to summarily dismiss quotas and say they 
‘don’t change culture.’ They have not failed in the UK, 
for they have never been systematically applied or 
enforced, and where they have been in place (anywhere 
in the world), they have generally focused on the wrong 
target—board representation, rather than senior man-
agement as a whole.
  Morgan, back in the Cabinet as I am writing, wasn’t 
wrong that we’ve seen disappointing results so far from 
the financial sector’s few attempts to implement quotas. 
Investors like BlackRock, JP Morgan and Standard Life 
Aberdeen have all declared their intention to push FTSE 
350 boards to achieve 30% female board representation, 
and to ensure that FTSE 100 companies achieve that 
same percentage of female senior managers. And yet 
those investors are themselves lagging behind. Tortoise, 
the news organisation run by former Times editor James 
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Harding, has compiled statistics for 2019 showing that 
BlackRock has just 3 women on its global executive 
committee, out of 21 members, despite declared inten-
tions to change things; JP Morgan has only 2 women on 
its 11-member board, and only 3.6% of its environmen-
tal, sustainability and corporate governance funds have 
more than 30% female representation among their direc-
tors. At least Standard Life Aberdeen can boast 40% 
female representation on its board.37

  Gordon Stoker is a doyen of the consulting profes-
sion, chair of a mentoring organisation and ‘father’ of 
the Worshipful Company of Management Consultants 
of which I was Master in 2010/11. He told me of a 
nurse of Indian origin who had looked after him at 
Lewisham Hospital in London after a bad fall. He was 
taken by her intelligence and the innovative way in 
which she handled his accident. She told him that her 
family were keen she should work in finance and she 
had duly joined a bank. But when she’d gone for a pro-
motion, she had simply been told that her face didn’t 
fit! Was it her face, or was it her gender? Or both? In 
any case, she had decided to leave and retrain, despite 
her parents’ disapproval, and had become a nurse. 
Stoker was shocked that this kind of overt discrimina-
tion still happens, and that no one stops it from hap-
pening. This conversation spurred him to refocus his 
mentoring service on people in higher executive posi-
tions, as they are the ones who can bring change. But 
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unless the system is forced to change faster from above, 
the individual piecemeal progress that can be made with 
such endeavours will not be enough.

Bias in higher education

The same goes for higher education; complacency seems 
to rule here too. A 2015 survey of UK university gover-
nors, commissioned by the Leadership Foundation for 
Higher Education, found that equality and diversity 
‘barely registered as a concern’. Only some 3% of gover-
nors identified the issue as a key institutional challenge 
and only 17% believed that it was harder for women than 
for men to succeed in their organisation. Staff views dif-
fered considerably from this viewpoint, with some 42% 
believing that it was harder for women to succeed.38

  In 2017, Sue Shepherd of the University of Kent 
looked at why there are so few women leaders in higher 
education, focusing particularly on the more traditional 
pre-1992 universities (before many polytechnics were 
converted into universities). She chose this focus because 
the older universities have increasingly been moving 
from the more traditional internal methods of promo-
tion to also considering external candidates for the top 
posts, something that the newer universities have long 
been practising. Her findings questioned the notion of 
women’s ‘missing agency’—in other words, she rejected 
the argument that the lack of senior women is due to a 
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lack of female confidence that deters them from apply-
ing. Instead she attributes women’s continued underrep-
resentation to other factors, such as difficulty of labour 
market mobility due to women’s disproportionate 
domestic and caring commitments. Shepherd high-
lighted the importance of three structural factors associ-
ated with the selection process: mobility and external 
career capital, conservatism, and homosociability.39

  In actual fact, women are as ambitious as men, with 
more or less the same percentage applying for higher 
posts within their institution such as Pro-Vice-Chancellor. 
But that rate falls to about half if you look at whether 
women apply across any other institution, suggesting 
that they are more constrained in terms of job mobility, 
for reasons we explored in Part 2. They also seem to be 
less successful in getting the top jobs: Sue Shepherd’s 
research found that women academics were twice as 
likely as men to be unsuccessful, which itself suggests 
that unconscious bias is at play—a tendency to hire peo-
ple after one’s own (predominantly male) image. This 
leads to another disadvantage for women: jobs at the top 
of higher education have become more managerial, and 
there is quite a lot at stake these days, with universities 
being multimillion, if not multibillion, institutions. As 
a result, there is often a requirement of experience in a 
similar role elsewhere—which women generally lack, 
having failed to get promoted as often or as fast as men.
  So the chance of greater gender diversity in higher 
education leadership is killed from the word go. An ear-
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lier study by Sue Shepherd (2015) found that the 
increase in the UK’s percentage of female Pro-Vice-
Chancellors between 2005 and 2013 was just 0.4%.40 At 
this rate, certainly in the UK, it will take 100 years to 
achieve equality in the number of professors, and even 
longer for those in executive positions such as 
Pro-Vice-Chancellors.41

  This situation of despair is not only the case in the 
UK.  In 2012 the European Commission estimated that, 
across the whole of the EU, just 15.5% of higher educa-
tional establishments and 10% of universities that 
awarded PhDs had a female head.42 Incidentally, we can 
see the same pattern in school education, even though it 
is a female-dominated occupation. As we know, the clear 
majority of teachers in UK schools are women, and the 
World Bank reports that this is the case in most coun-
tries.43 But even so, they only comprise 62% of UK sec-
ondary school headteachers—significantly lower than 
their representation in the workforce. In primary 
schools, men make up 15% of the workforce, but have 
28% of the headteacher roles.44 The under-representa-
tion is simply repeated at higher education level.45 We 
know that the ‘women lack ambition’ argument is a fal-
lacy, so what else is left to explain this but bias?
  Do women-only colleges help the number of senior 
women in academia? It’s difficult to draw too many con
clusions, as there are very few. In March 2019, The 
Economist carried the news that one of Cambridge’s 
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three women’s colleges, the mature students’ college 
Lucy Cavendish, was moving to accept students under 
21 for the first time. The fall-off in UK mature students 
reflects the increase in fees and greater difficulty in get-
ting funding, which is particularly bad news for women, 
who are more likely either to have missed out on educa-
tion early on or to want to retrain after time off due to 
motherhood or other domestic/caring duties. So per-
haps it is logical that Lucy Cavendish has also decided 
to open up its doors to men, leaving just two women-
only colleges, both in Cambridge—Oxford opened up 
its last one in 2007.46 But what was interesting in the 
latter case was the reason given. The then college prin-
cipal, Lady English, said that it made sense, given that 
the men’s colleges had been opening up to women, but 
also argued that ‘The ability to consider men as well as 
women for fellowship appointments will have immedi-
ate benefit by allowing us to strengthen our science 
teaching. However, our commitment to supporting 
women’s careers remains a priority.’47

  The lack of women academics specialising in science 
subjects was clearly proving a problem, as we know it is 
in society more widely: to this day, the gender gap in 
take-up of STEM subjects (science, technology, engi-
neering and mathematics) is still only closing slowly. The 
lack of women role models forging careers in STEM 
then limits what girls consider achievable aspirations for 
themselves, and limits the examples available to counter 
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men’s bias about women’s suitability for STEM—and 
the vicious cycle continues. At least the world now has a 
new heroine, who has managed to get the recognition 
she deserves in an area usually the preserve of men: Katie 
Bouman, the 29-year-old scientist who led a team devel-
oping an algorithm that has been instrumental in photo-
graphing a black hole for the first time, in April 2019. 
The image featured on the front pages of most UK and 
many foreign newspapers.48 Dr  Bouman, an MIT gradu-
ate, became an instant sensation. This is clearly brilliant 
and should be helpful for many young women whose 
scientific and other contributions are often obscured, if 
not lost, amongst their many male co-workers—who 
tend to shout loudest.

Bias in media and entertainment

Progress on the elimination of bias in the media remains 
decidedly patchy. A Guardian weekend magazine cover 
story in spring 2019 had the headline ‘Rage On—
Glenda Jackson on power, politics and her second take 
on Lear’. The celebrated international actress and ex-
Labour MP, now in her early 80s and still working on 
stage, was asked about #MeToo and its impact. 
According to the piece, ‘she pulls an extraordinary face 
of disgust. “It’s everywhere, it’s everywhere. We have 
raised [awareness levels], no question, but it’s by no 
means universal and we still ain’t got equal pay, have 
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we?”’49 Well, this sums it up. Campaigns here and there 
bring down some people and raise awareness, but they 
only tackle one aspect of the issue, and the overall power 
imbalance remains. This is no surprise given that women 
are still being treated economically as inferior. Rose 
McGowan, one of the women who accused Hollywood 
producer Harvey Weinstein of rape in 2017, said in a 
New Statesman interview, ‘I will always look up to a 
woman in a man’s world’.50 But there aren’t many of 
those. Despite the huge increase in debate and conversa-
tion since 2017 around the lack of women headlining 
music festivals, many of 2019’s festival line-ups looked 
much the same as ever, with rarely more than a token 
woman to placate critics.51

  Why is that? Why has it not been sorted out after so 
many years of campaigns and raising awareness? It seems 
that perceptions of men and women—gender expecta-
tions—are deeply ingrained and hard to shift. A report 
in 2012 by the training and campaigning network 
Women in Journalism showed that sexist stereotypes 
dominated British newspapers’ front pages, with some 
78% of front-page articles being written by men, and 
84% of those quoted or mentioned in these articles 
being men.52 Similarly, in the United States, men were 
found even to be dominating stories that covered ‘wom-
en’s issues’ such as abortion and birth control; men were 
in a big majority—in the 80s, percentage-wise—in any-
thing to do with political election issues.53 That research 
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is from 2012 for both countries, but an event led in late 
2018 by Professor Suzanne Franks, an ex-BBC journalist 
and then Head of Journalism at City University in 
London, showed that nothing much has changed in the 
UK, despite pledges to the contrary following various 
public inquiries. Similarly, the US Women’s Media 
Center reported in 2019 that, despite some gains, men 
still dominate in every part of news, entertainment and 
digital media.54

  A comment from the veteran broadcaster Joan 
Bakewell says it all. In a March 2019 piece written for the 
Sunday Times magazine column ‘A Life in the Day’, she 
took readers through her day, starting with listening to 
the news at 7am on BBC Radio 4: ‘I never listen to the 
Today programme after the news because that is too 
much testosterone for me at that time of the morning.’55 
The lack of women interviewees on politics and current 
affairs shows may partly be because the culture and expo-
sure that comes with such interviews is a negative experi-
ence for women, who choose to avoid it. Homeware 
entrepreneur Emma Bridgewater points out that ‘There 
are real reasons why women don’t want to put themselves 
in full view; social media and the media in general are 
gruesome. There is a sense that women get a pretty tough 
critique when they air their views.’ But, as with the 
‘women aren’t applying’ defence, this isn’t the full story.
  What we need, if we want women to be given more 
airtime and column space, is more senior women jour-
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nalists. Media staff deciding what to cover and who to 
give a platform to operate under the same unconscious 
bias as hiring managers who recruit in their own image. 
This is the reason why a survey of Women in Journalism 
members found that women’s issues were given a low 
priority and that journalistic work culture, for decades 
male-dominated, looked unfavourably on those with 
family responsibilities. The women surveyed felt that 
more women in decision-making roles would be helpful 
in achieving a more women-friendly news agenda and a 
more women-friendly work environment.56 But until 
that happens, it is not surprising that women don’t stay 
for long and don’t rise up the career ladder as well as they 
should. Again, that is a market failure. And it is a shame, 
since women are naturally drawn to journalism—
Suzanne Franks reckons that on average in the Journal
ism MA at City, they outnumber men by two to one. 
Even financial journalism attracts a good number of 
women, despite the vast gender inequality issues in the 
finance sector itself.
  It is only later in their career that women discover this 
path is not as straightforward as it is for men; as Suzanne 
Franks puts it, the women are shocked when they realise 
that being good and working hard is not a guarantee of 
success or recognition if you are a woman. There are 
obstacles along the way, of a different type and harder to 
overcome than for the men. But maybe things will start 
moving in the media now that the BBC’s editor of the 
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Today programme and Political Editor are both women, 
as well as the senior interviewer on Newsnight (Emily 
Maitlis) and the host of Question Time (Fiona Bruce). In 
her diary in the New Statesman, the Newsnight presenter 
Kirsty Wark has joked that the three women presenters 
(herself, Maitlis and Emma Barnett) should form a 
Newsnight Presenters Social Club. Even if it won’t have 
as many members as a gentlemen’s club, and even if it 
won’t be based in Havana, it would at least allow the 
new ‘sisterhood’ of three to develop and influence the 
way in which the flagship BBC programme is produced 
and presented in the future.57 We’ll all wait with bated 
breath for the change to come.

Bias in the creative sector

An interesting set of data also centres around women in 
the arts, such as movies and games. It should be no sur-
prise that culture is particularly susceptible to being 
influenced by societal culture more broadly, and little 
seems to have changed in terms of harmful gender per-
ceptions despite the #MeToo movement, as we are hear-
ing from younger women in the creative industries. Ella 
Road, a British playwright in her late 20s, gave an inter-
view in 2019 to promote the second airing of her debut 
play The Phlebotomist, at the Hampstead Theatre. She 
spoke about the difficulties still faced by actresses, a pro-
fession she had previously pursued herself: ‘It’s still really 
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hard for women, not just in terms of the roles you are 
offered but the ways you are treated and talked about’.58

  During 2019, news came that the next 007 will be a 
woman—but Daniel Craig is still to appear as James 
Bond, with the black British actress Lashana Lynch inher-
iting no more than a codename. Phoebe Waller-Bridge, 
brought in to liven up the new film’s script, has sparked 
controversy in her seeming defence of James Bond’s 
misogynistic behaviour as run of the mill stuff, saying:

There’s been a lot of talk about whether or not [the 
Bond franchise] is relevant now because of who he is 
and the way he treats women … I think that’s absolute 
bollocks. I think he’s absolutely relevant now. It has just 
got to grow. It has just got to evolve, and the important 
thing is that the film treats the women properly. He 
doesn’t have to. He needs to be true to this character.

Well, there might be an argument post-#MeToo that 
James Bond’s misogyny is not remotely outdated, and 
perfectly in keeping with our times—but does this mean 
we need to keep making room for such characters? And 
how will a Bond film manage to ‘treat the women prop-
erly’ while continuing to shine a heroic, glamorous light 
on a protagonist who doesn’t? Maybe it’s about time to 
have heroes who treat all people with respect.
  Lynch also had a role in the Disney movie Captain 
Marvel, released earlier in 2019 to coincide with 
International Women’s Day on 8  March. It was marketed 
as the first Disney action film with a woman protagonist, 
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and the first time a woman had been seen in the role of 
Captain Marvel—great stuff, loved it. But the Telegraph 
quote my local cinema used to advertise the film said it 
all: ‘[Brie] Larson’s terrific lead performance can be 
understated and self-questioning, yet also big on girl-
boss attitude when it counts.’ Do I take it that women 
should now think that they have made it because of 
admiring comments about ‘girl-boss attitude’? Had there 
been a man in the lead, as with all Marvel movies until 
this one, would there have been an equivalent reference 
to ‘boy-boss attitude’? Or would that remark have been 
redundant, since it would have been automatically 
assumed that leadership qualities would exist in a man? 
We know the answer to these questions, but women in 
proper leadership roles, as opposed to stereotypical roles, 
will continue attracting that kind of comment until 
there is greater economic equality for women in the film 
industry. Only then will there be sufficient numbers for 
a culture shift to occur.
  Also in 2019, the British Film Institute, run by its first 
female CEO, Amanda Nevill, came under attack for an 
exhibition entitled ‘Playing the Bitch’.59 Use of the term 
sparked protest, but underlined the view of women 
given by the film industry, mainly falling into male view-
ers’ or creators’ stereotypes of women ‘as the femme 
fatale, scheming social climber, or untrustworthy dou-
ble-crosser’—basically as ‘nasty bitches’. The predomi-
nant phenomenon that this exhibition sought to expose 
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was a culture in which male characters can misbehave 
without this reflecting on their morality or likeability, 
but misbehaving female characters are an unfavourable 
caricature of distressed/wronged/angry women. Of 
course, most of the films shown in the exhibition were 
directed by men.
  These differing standards of behaviour for men and 
women do not only apply to fictional characters: they 
also dominate ‘in real life’. Veteran actress Kathleen 
Turner has commented: ‘There is an allowance for bad 
boy behaviour. Not just with our stars but with men in 
general … But the other side of male entitlement is fear. 
Fear of losing it…’60 In this context, the tolerance and 
even rewarding of men’s sexual misconduct in the film 
industry makes sense. This has been highlighted by the 
controversial and outspoken American actress Roseanne 
Barr, who says she is not in favour of the #MeToo move-
ment herself. Whatever your views of Barr, her comment 
to The Sunday Times in March 2019 was a hard-hitting 
critique of the film industry’s systemic power imbalance 
and its manifestations: ‘I‘m one of the few women who’s 
made it on talent in Hollywood. I tried to sleep my way 
to the top but there were no takers.’61

  Sexual harassment, exploitation and assault is cer-
tainly one half of the gender inequality that is being 
increasingly discussed by actors. But there is a second 
key issue of gender inequality facing actresses: the ques-
tion of who gets paid more. (It’s usually the men.) 
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However violent and unacceptable the sexual politics of 
the film industry, this should not trivialise or distract 
from the industry’s economic inequality. It is this eco-
nomic imbalance that allows a broader cultural power 
imbalance to fester. How can we expect women to be 
equally valued morally so long as they are not equally 
valued literally? If women can’t earn as much or control 
the processes of production and creative decision-mak-
ing, then their role in the industry remains subservient. 
And if women will have a harder time making a living as 
actors, then they, like Ella Road, will leave the profes-
sion, in greater numbers than men—perpetuating the 
cycle. This will shape the aspirations of younger genera-
tions of girls, who won’t see many options or examples, 
and will also shape the gender attitudes of all people 
who view culture produced through a male-skewed lens.
  Beyond acting itself, in numbers women tend to domi-
nate the cultural sector as a whole, but this doesn’t seem 
to help them. Research published by the Sociological 
Review Foundation in 2015 found that large numbers of 
them were involved in what are seen as more ‘traditionally 
female’ professions such as marketing, PR and production 
coordination, with men dominating in the creative roles 
and technical jobs that are generally more prestigious and 
better paid.62 The study, based on many interviews with 
people in the industry, concluded that there was a legacy 
in the arts of associating masculinity with creativity. To be 
creative, the logic goes, you have to be able to disregard 
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the rules and think outside the box. This doesn’t sit easily 
with the continued overwhelming association of women 
with domestic and caring work. Men are perceived to be 
less bound by rules, while women are seen as ‘more caring, 
supportive and nurturing … better communicators … and 
better organised’. In other words, they are there to enable 
and promote the work of men. Although some of those 
perceptions are changing, this is not happening fast 
enough, and job segregation continues.
  A 2016 report on the cultural sector looked at this 
problem in greater detail.63 It was prepared by the 
Culture Action Europe network and co-funded by the 
European Union’s Creative Europe programme. It 
looked at broad heritage and social issues of gender 
equality that are still troubling, but when it came to the 
situation on the ground in the cultural sector itself, it 
also used analysis incorporated in a UNESCO 2014 
report.64 Between the two analyses, we end up with an 
absolute challenge to the conventional belief that the 
creative sector, employing a high percentage of women, 
is a haven for gender equality. There is indeed a larger 
number of women than men enrolling in university 
courses related to culture and the arts. However, when 
you look at what actually goes on in the professional arts 
world, this is not reflected in women’s career progression 
or representation. They tend to dominate the adminis-
trative areas of public cultural institutions, are overrep-
resented in the informal sector, and are underrepresented 
in decision-making roles.
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  In the context of this glass ceiling and limited choice 
of career paths within the sector, we see job segregation 
manifesting itself again in what becomes a vicious cycle. 
There still seems, to this day, to be an underrepresenta-
tion of women artists, film and theatre directors and 
composers, and works by women that do exist rarely 
seem to get the prominence they probably deserve. In 
the decade from 2009 to 2019, only 18 of 180 films in 
competition at the Cannes film festival were made by 
women.65 There are, of course, exceptions, like my friend 
and godmother to my daughter, Norma Percy of Brook 
Lapping Productions. She has been celebrated for her 
innovative, hard-hitting documentaries, which have won 
her a series of awards. But my goodness she has worked 
hard—I have witnessed the masterly bringing together 
of her interviews for a recent programme on Europe in 
which I had some small involvement. And, as with 
Christine Lagarde heading the IMF, a few women who 
break through is not enough to spark change. The 
UNESCO report in particular also referred to the num-
ber of women making it to senior positions being too 
small to create a ‘domino effect’ in hiring patterns. 
Instead we have a catch-22 situation, where women 
remain underrepresented and so fail to ‘gain credibility 
with their (male) peers’.66

  Let’s take yet another example: video games. 
Apparently, an equal number of men and women play 
them, which I had not realised—I thought that maybe 
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women had better things to do! I have only once played 
a video game, with one of my grandsons on his little 
iPad. We were trying to get a man to jump over a cliff 
edge and on to safety across, without him falling into the 
abyss below, which signified the end of the game and no 
points earned at all. Disaster, in other words, and 
screams of disappointment from my grandson. We did it 
again and again, and finally we pressed buttons fast 
enough for the escaping hero to make it through! Of 
course, it was a male character trying to escape from 
something horrid. Maybe a woman would not have 
found herself in such a difficult situation?
  But, in all seriousness, it is a disturbing fact that just as 
many women as men play video games, yet only 3.3% of 
top video games feature female protagonists.67 Just one 
reason for concern about this is that it helps to perpetu-
ate the stereotype of men as the people who are expected 
to be strong and assertive—and aggressive, in many video 
games involving violence. It’s not hard to guess the reason 
why video games are hardly ever about women: the vast 
majority of the people making video games that get 
released are men. Women account for just 5% of people 
working in interactive content sectors, and only 6% in 
the game industries as a whole. In the UK, it is believed 
that 19% of those working in game development are 
women.68 This gender imbalance of the video game 
industry reflects that of the tech sector more broadly.
  As in film, the lack of senior women in ‘real life’ and 
the lack of strong, complex female characters in games of 
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course perpetuates the myth that decision-making in 
tough environments doesn’t come naturally to women. 
Senior roles—and senior role models—remain few and 
far between. According to the comedian Sandi Toksvig, 
co-founder of the UK’s Women’s Equality Party, ‘invis-
ible women syndrome’ is not just the result of the biases 
and barriers preventing women from succeeding, but 
can also be a deliberate erasure that hides from view 
those women who have succeeded. In an interview with 
Julia Gillard, ex-Prime Minister of Australia, Toksvig 
accused the predominantly male volunteers who man 
the free online encyclopaedia Wikipedia of ‘actively 
editing women out’. Only one in five biographies on the 
site are of women, and there was a furore when it was 
revealed that in May 2018 an editor had apparently 
rejected a page created for Donna Strickland, on the 
grounds that she didn’t meet their ‘notability guidelines’. 
Strickland went on to win a joint Nobel Prize for Physics 
a few months later!69 What more evidence do we need 
that unconscious bias is holding back women?
  There is no reason why quotas for women in senior 
leadership can’t be applied to the creative industries. 
The Oscar-winning Julianne Moore, who has been 
nominated for an Academy Award five times, spoke for 
many in an interview from Cannes in May 2019 when 
she said that more needed to be done so that more 
women filmmakers could compete for the Palme d’Or. 
She said, ‘I do believe in quotas, I really do. I believe in 
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trying to level the playing field … You have to open 
doors, we’ve been in a culture that’s been one way for a 
very long time.’70 We know that private organisations 
like film studios or production companies are unlikely 
to move too far on this without being forced to by leg-
islation or state policy, but that doesn’t mean that pub-
lic bodies can’t apply financial pressure and make the 
short-term business incentives clear. British Arts 
Council funding for films, for example, now requires a 
certain number of individuals on the project to be from 
ethnic-minority backgrounds, both behind and in front 
of camera. The cycle can be broken for women too, 
using the same type of methods.

Bias in sport

We know that differential treatment of women’s sport 
has existed for ages. Put simply, sport has been a laggard 
when it comes to women’s emancipation. At the Rio 
Olympics in 2016, the number of women athletes 
finally rose to represent some 45% of all competitors. In 
fact some countries sent more women than men, includ-
ing Bahrain, China, New Zealand, Puerto Rico and 
Australia. Yet, if you look at the leadership of the inter-
national sport associations and federations, 33 out of 35 
were run by men in 2017, and a number had no women 
at all on their executive committees. That included fed-
erations representing sports that mainly attract women, 
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such as the International Handball Federation! Others 
with no women on their executive boards were the 
International Basketball Federation and the International 
Golf Federation.71

  The biased attitudes around motherhood seem par-
ticularly problematic in this profession which depends 
on the physical body. The US track and field sprinter and 
Olympic gold medallist Allyson Felix has revealed that 
her sponsor, Nike, wanted to reduce her pay by 70% 
after she gave birth to a daughter in 2018. Others have 
also come forward telling of suspended or cut payments 
during their pregnancies, even if they then went on to 
win more titles soon after their child was born. There is 
clearly lack of insurance in the sports sector for women 
athletes, who often choose abortion to carry on perform-
ing and being paid. Recently the outcry has forced the 
likes of Nike to offer women athletes improved mater-
nity rights.72

  In the UK, the excitement over the progress of 
England’s football team (the ‘Lionesses’) in the 2019 
Women’s World Cup appears to have helped, with 
record television audiences, but much still needs to be 
done internationally and nationally. It must have come 
as a surprise to the younger generation caught up in the 
excitement to learn that the UK’s Football Association 
banned the use of its clubs’ grounds by women football-
ers for five decades until 1971, considering the sport 
‘quite unsuitable for females’.73 The Women’s FA was 
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only formed in 1969. In some countries, women weren’t 
allowed until very recently to go and watch live football. 
At a Bloomberg Equality Summit in May 2019, I had 
the chance to listen to a panel on women’s football, 
which looked at the way the game and its attraction to 
the public is changing. The women’s game is now finally 
classified as professional in the UK, meaning that 
women footballers are to be paid proper wages.
  But of course the pay gap will remain enormous so 
long as viewing figures for women’s football, though ris-
ing fast, remain below men’s. In 2017, footballers in the 
English Women’s Super League were being paid on aver-
age £26,752 a year; by contrast, the men in the Premier 
League were earning an average of £2.64 million. That 
means that the elite of men’s football were being paid 
£99 for each £1 paid to an elite woman player.74 If any-
thing, it looks like the pay gap is widening. Perversely, as 
UK clubs’ purchasing power is rising, they are still focus-
ing mainly on their core competition—vying for star 
male players and raising their salaries even further, 
instead of helping to correct the imbalance by putting 
more money into the women’s game.
  The picture in the US is more worrying still. Despite 
the fact that women’s football is much more popular 
there than men’s football, and although the US boasts 
the best-paid women footballers in the world, their 
wages remain below those of men in the sport.75 
Women athletes have revolted, suing for fairer pay, but 
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about the only sport that now pays the same to men and 
women is tennis. This is mainly due to the efforts of the 
likes of Billie Jean King, the former World No. 1 US 
tennis player, who famously won a match in three sets 
against Bobby Riggs in 1973, becoming an icon for 
women’s prowess in the game. That match is now 
immortalised in the 2017 film Battle of the Sexes. It is 
only now that the huge unexploited commercial value 
of women’s sport is beginning to dawn on sponsors and 
others in the sector, with sell-out crowds at the Women’s 
Cricket World Cup, and the football Women’s World 
Cup in 2019. I myself didn’t hesitate for a second before 
ordering my tickets for the first Chelsea Ladies’ 
Premiership game in early September 2019, taking 
some very excited grandchildren along! But proper rec-
ognition and equal pay across most sports is yet to 
come. The result is that fewer girls and women than 
boys and men are choosing to become athletes, an obvi-
ous market failure that is preventing the best talent 
from reaching the top—which, of course, reinforces the 
biased expectations that women are a less natural fit for 
sport, or can’t really be as good at it as men.
  The truth is that, wherever we see cultural or social 
inequality, there is sure to be economic inequality 
behind it. Lots of voices in different countries are now 
asking for a rethink in the way sport is taught and man-
aged in schools, to encourage greater diversity in the 
sports available to boys and girls. It stands to reason 
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that we need some top-down intervention, rather than 
simply relying on grassroots campaigns, because the 
change we are asking for here is a fundamental one: a 
change in perceptions. If measures aren’t imposed to 
allow for women to be properly paid for their training, 
and if that training isn’t properly funded, then women’s 
sport will never be able to overcome the decades of 
neglect it has suffered. If performance can’t go beyond 
a certain level, then the sport’s attraction for fans will 
also be limited—which will in turn limit what the big 
business of global sport is willing to do for women’s 
equality. It is worth reminding ourselves that the lifting 
of the UK ban on women’s football in the early 1970s 
coincided with the passing of landmark equality acts. 
The Norwegian Football Federation has introduced a 
system of redistributing wages between men and 
women players at international level, and some clubs in 
Europe do try to achieve parity. We can only hope for 
more of the same.

Bias: conscious or unconscious?

Thankfully we have made some progress on overt preju-
dice and explicit sexism. It is less acceptable than it was 
decades ago, and the worst offenders are likely to get a 
public rebuke. Legislation on sexual harassment and 
discrimination has been tightened, as the shamed Nobel 
laureate physiologist Tim Hunt learned the hard way. 
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Trump’s ‘locker-room talk’ was widely condemned even 
by most, though not all, of his own supporters. You 
might argue that Trump’s victory and installation in the 
White House shows that such advances have been for 
nothing, but there is no denying that women stand a 
better chance than they once did. British entrepreneur 
Beverley Nielsen told me a story from her early career in 
the 1980s. She started talking to the CEO of a well-
known UK textiles business, and asked him why she had 
not been interviewed for a role she had applied for as a 
graduate a few years earlier.

After much prevarication, he admitted that it was ‘sim-
ple in my case, they did not interview any women’. I was 
staggered. ‘Why was that?’ I asked. Again a lot of pre-
varication. However, after further probing, it turned 
out that ‘as a lot of manufacturing plants are in far off 
places, we worried that a young woman might have an 
affair with their manager’. Another stunning answer. 
‘Well, did you not think that a young man might have 
an affair with the bored manager’s wife?’ I asked in 
return. He had no response. Except to say that if I were 
to apply now I would be given an interview!

Even if individual attitudes for their own sake have 
proven resistant to change, firms across all sectors are 
now at least becoming increasingly aware that the image 
they project is crucial both in ensuring customer loyal-
ties and in attracting and retaining talent. It’s hard to 
imagine a UK business getting away with such an overtly 
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negative attitude to hiring women in 2019. Nowadays, 
at least in the West, the discrimination that exists is 
more unconscious, more hidden, and so more worrying, 
as it is trickier to detect or counter.
  The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) has 
reported that its diversity conferences are often oversub-
scribed.76 It published employment trends surveys in 
early 2019 showing that some 93% of respondents had 
been taking steps to deal with the gender pay gap, and 
putting in place measures to increase diversity in their 
organisations—some 30% more than the year before. It 
was also reported that the headhunting firm Egon 
Zehnder, hired by Waitrose and John Lewis to find them 
a new chairman, had been called in to run ‘a workshop 
on unconscious bias’ for the top team. It seems to have 
worked—the John Lewis Partnership recruited a bril-
liant woman to succeed the outgoing male chair of the 
group, from an ethnic-minority background, and an 
economist to boot! At least we now have proof that the 
‘naming and shaming’ publicity since 2018 over the pay 
gap is having some small effect—but, again, only because 
large firms were forced by regulation to publish their 
results, when previous voluntary agreements to do so 
had met with very little enthusiasm. And the steps being 
taken, while better than no effort, don’t seem to be 
achieving much.
  It seems that most current efforts in business are 
focused on increasing overall gender balance throughout 



BIAS

		  211

the organisation, with still only a minority reported to 
be actively working to enhance the representation of 
women in leadership roles. As the CBI noted, only a 
third of the 250 respondents to the survey, employing 
between them some 1 million people, were prioritising 
better gender diversity at the senior levels of their organ-
isation. Let’s look once again at the financial services 
industry, since it’s one I’m familiar with. At the time of 
writing, my ‘alma mater’ KPMG has never had a woman 
chair or senior partner, though the Deputy Chair is now 
a woman, Melanie Richards, whom I interviewed for 
this book. At PricewaterhouseCoopers, the Chairman 
and Senior Partner, the Head of Tax, Head of Markets, 
Head of Regions, Head of Consulting, Managing 
Partner and Chief Operational Officer are all men, with 
the women relegated to roles such as Head of Risk 
Assurance, Head of People and General Counsel. Only 
one woman executive board member has a proper busi-
ness role, as Head of Deals.77 Deloitte and Ernst & 
Young are much better, with more women in leading 
business roles, but the Senior Partner and Chief 
Executive are again men in both firms.78

  An LSE Business Review blogpost highlighted 
another reason for the ineffectiveness of many company 
gender initiatives so far: they are failing because women 
are penalised for displaying non-stereotypical behaviours 
in the leadership context. In other words, organisations’ 
voluntary responses to gender inequality have not been 
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enough to counteract the depth of unconscious bias 
against women. Ann Bentley started work as a British 
rail engineer in her 20s, one of only three women in the 
division at the time. She says that the plus side was that 
she was noticed a lot and was given opportunities—the 
downside was that she was often looked at with incredu-
lity and asked what she was doing there. It was even 
commonplace not to have any women’s toilets on build-
ing sites. Bentley was fortunate in getting a lot of help 
and support to step up, but says that with age she is now 
much more sensitive to unacceptable behaviour by  men, 
which includes the condescending habit of addressing 
women as ‘darling’ even in a work situation. She says:

I’m quite militant about the way women are repre-
sented in business externally. Keen to see that it is not 
about glamorisation, or tokenism. For example, I got a 
sales brochure recently and every picture was of a man, 
and I asked the sales and marketing consultancy why 
they thought I would buy their product. What it shows 
to me is that, although the law has changed and there is 
a gloss of compliance, you don’t have to go far to see 
[that] things are [in practice] different [from the spirit 
of policy], and that the world [still] changes when you 
have childcare responsibilities.

Bentley recounted to my colleague how, during a lunch 
break at a diversity and inclusivity workshop, the woman 
catering assistant brought in the lunch and a director 
said, ‘Thanks, darling.’ She picked him up on it at once 
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and he joked about how she was not the first to have 
issued such a challenge. Beverley Nielsen told me of a 
meeting she had helped set up between the NHS and a 
new healthcare company, at which one of the male direc-
tors suddenly stated, ‘Oh no darling, that is not how it 
works at all.’ Even when she objected to the term after 
the meeting, he later called her ‘dear’, explaining that this 
was just a habit he was unable to break and that it was 
meant well. As Nielsen said, ‘The idea was that I should 
just get on and accept it!’ Presumably such men feel con-
fident they can get away with this kind of language since 
the then-UK Prime Minister David Cameron refused to 
apologise for telling opposition MP Angela Eagle to 
‘Calm down, dear’ during a 2011 parliamentary debate 
about NHS reform.79

  How are we going to change this, without regulation? 
The LSE Business Review piece mentioned earlier quotes 
a detailed study of some 800 medium to large companies 
in the US, which found that diversity and bias train-
ing—apparently costing some $8 billion a year in the US 
alone—is the least effective way of increasing diversity in 
management positions.80 Another study in the US con-
cluded that, in fact, the most effective way to reduce 
gender imbalance in business is to have externally 
imposed and monitored programmes and measures that 
engage managers.81 A review of practices in Norway 
looked at how that finding applied in the Scandinavian 
country after decades of quotas and regulation. It found 
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that the ‘forced’ introduction of substantially more 
women into senior and managerial positions had led to 
greater inclusion of women by that business more 
broadly. In other words, state intervention in the market 
is needed if we are to improve women’s economic equal-
ity. In the next part of the book, we’ll explore in more 
detail why this is so, and what kinds of intervention 
would be useful.
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SOLUTIONS

Why don’t women just employ themselves?

All of this raises what may seem an obvious question. If 
it’s tougher for women to be recruited at senior level or 
to rise through the ranks in so many existing organisa-
tions, why don’t they just start their own businesses? 
Well, for a start, they would typically need a business 
loan to do this. There are many countries where women 
face unequal treatment in relation to running a business, 
for example in access to credit, signing a contract, regis-
tering a business, or even opening a bank account. 
Raising funds or investment is also more difficult for 
women. Globally the European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development calculates that over 70% of small and 
medium-sized enterprises led by women are either 
receiving no credit from financial institutions or are 
receiving too little for their needs. It estimates a gender 
funding gap in the order of some £285 billion. By any 
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reckoning, this is a huge unmet financing gap that 
urgently needs to be plugged.1

  Research has shown that amending legislation to take 
away this discrimination has a positive correlation with 
female labour force participation. This type of discrimi-
nation is more pronounced in developing countries, but 
it exists in many developed ones too. There is ample evi-
dence of gender-based discrimination among lenders in 
the UK and US, for example, and in many countries on 
the European continent. A study across 94 economies 
found globally that laws prohibiting that type of dis-
crimination have a positive association with female busi-
ness ownership.2 But there is still a long way to go. 
According to OECD calculations, in Israel—the home of 
tech start-ups—only 1.5% of women run their own com-
panies, versus 6.2% of men. Even in Sweden, often held 
up as a bastion of equality, only some 1.4% of women run 
their own businesses, as against 5.3% of men.
  The UK once set a good example, with the advisory 
Women’s National Commission set up in 1969, which 
did serious work ensuring action against all aspects of 
gender discrimination. Its erstwhile Chair, Baroness 
Prosser, chaired a study in the mid-2000s led by the then 
Secretary of State, Patricia Hewitt, to calculate the 
impact on the UK economy of its lack of women entre-
preneurs. This was when I worked for the Department 
for Trade and Industry, later the Department for 
Business; I seconded someone from my economics team 
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to work with that commission, which was the first time 
the economic value of women entrepreneurs had ever 
been investigated using proper economic techniques. 
We estimated then that if we had a similar percentage of 
women entrepreneurs as the US, then GDP would be a 
good few billion higher.
  Yet the UK closed its Women’s Commission in 2010 
when the coalition government came to power.3 The 
justification, as the government put it, was that this was 
‘part of its cost-cutting drive to reduce and streamline 
quangos’. The Commission’s core functions were moved 
into the Equality Office in the Cabinet Office, but the 
focus was lost. The then Chair, Baroness Joyce Gould, 
denounced the closure as ‘yet another blow for women 
across the UK, at a time when the Comprehensive 
Spending Review [in other words the coming period of 
austerity] is likely to hit women and families dispropor-
tionately’. In the field of entrepreneurship, women in the 
UK fare very little better than they did in the mid-2000s 
when we made that estimate. A 2019 report by the state-
owned British Business Bank found that only 1% of 
venture capital funds go to women-only enterprises, 
even though 20% of single-person businesses and 18% of 
smaller firms are majority-led by women.4 A prominent 
female entrepreneur was quoted recently saying, ‘We all 
know we don’t get money, we all know it takes time to 
build a business, we all know women invest less and we 
all know there is no gender equality.’5
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  Women entrepreneurs make up only one third of the 
total in the UK, and only a fifth of small or medium-
sized businesses with at least one employee (19%) are 
owned by a woman.6 This imbalance was acknowledged 
in 2019 in a briefing paper on women in the economy: 
‘Men are more likely than women to be involved in 
“total early stage entrepreneurial activity”, which 
includes owning or running a business less than 
3.5  years old’.7 A review of women’s entrepreneurship 
by Alison Rose, then head of commercial and private 
banking and now CEO at the Royal Bank of Scotland 
(where I started my career), has found that extraordi-
nary discrimination and barriers still exist.8 The review, 
commissioned by the Treasury and published in March 
2019, found that only 6% of women in the UK run 
their own business, compared with 15% in Canada, 
11% in the US and 9% in Australia. It is important to 
make these comparisons with other Anglo-Saxon 
countries because, like the UK, they have very 
advanced capital markets, allowing a high degree of 
fundraising and investment to take place—an area in 
which the UK usually excels.
  The EU country closest to the UK in terms of capital 
markets is the Netherlands, but even there the UK lags 
behind: the Dutch ratio of entrepreneurs is 0.9 women 
for every man—in other words, almost at parity, 
whereas the Rose Review calculated that the UK is 
stuck at 0.46. This means that more than twice as many 
men are entrepreneurs in the UK, considerably worse 
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than almost everywhere else in the OECD.  The ratio is 
0.8 in Spain, and around 0.6 in Sweden, Israel, the US, 
Australia, Canada and Greece. In this context, it’s 
unsurprising that the Sunday Times 2019 list of the 
1,000 wealthiest people in the UK features virtually no 
women other than sport and pop stars and heirs to fam-
ily businesses. Even once they get started, women are 
less likely to be able to scale their businesses beyond a 
certain point, with only 13% of women running estab-
lished businesses in the UK ultimately achieving a 
turnover between £1 million and £50 million, whereas 
the figure for men is 29%.
  Given the size, sophistication and supremacy of the 
UK capital-raising model, and the fact that the UK is, as 
the Rose Review points out, ‘the start-up capital of 
Europe’, it is odd that things have not been better for 
women entrepreneurs. Rose identifies a major market 
failure behind this: a ‘perceived bias within the UK ven-
ture finance community’. What she means by this is that 
the UK investment teams that make decisions on fund-
ing tend to be dominated by men, and nearly half have 
no women at all. Women make up just 13% of senior 
members of investment teams. The review’s astounding 
content got the headlines it deserved when it was pub-
lished, particularly the finding that only 1% of venture 
funding goes to all-women start-ups. As a result men are 
five times more likely than women to build a business 
with a turnover of £1 million plus.
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  Why did Rose identify this bias as a market failure, 
and not simply an injustice? The answer is in the eco-
nomics. The Rose Review calculated that if women 
entrepreneurs in the UK started new businesses and 
scaled them up at the same rate as men, that would add 
some £250 billion to the economy. Even just getting to 
the same rate of women’s entrepreneurship as the best-
performing countries studied would add £200 billion. 
The Women’s Enterprise Taskforce’s final report in 
2012 came to a similar conclusion, suggesting that 
900,000 more businesses would be created if the UK 
could match the level of women’s entrepreneurship in 
the US—England alone would see 150,000 extra busi-
nesses created per year.9

  There is also some evidence coming through now that 
women have better success than men in sustaining and 
growing the businesses they start, once they become an 
established entrepreneur. A KPMG review of 91 new 
fintech companies, published in May 2019, found that 
the median internal rate of return for the women-owned 
or -co-owned companies was more than twice as high as 
in the companies started by men.10 However, this better 
performance may just have reflected investors, perhaps 
unconsciously, requiring more stringent due diligence 
tests for the women-run firms. So the correlation doesn’t 
necessarily prove that women are better at running a 
business—just that the businesses women start end up 
having more solid foundations than the average male-
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founded business. But regardless of the reason for better 
performance from women’s startups, the ones that get 
going are a better bet for investors in terms of future 
growth. In other words, both in theory and practice, the 
evidence is there that more firms started or owned by 
businesswomen should be supported. Beyond these spe-
cifics, we know that—by free-market capitalism’s own 
logic—the more firms enter and compete in the market, 
the more innovation should take place and the higher 
productivity should be. Entrepreneurship is a must in a 
free-market economy, but if the support for women 
entrepreneurs just isn’t there, the system will not allow it 
to happen at its optimal level. Bias is restricting competi-
tion, and this is a clear market failure.
  In response to the country’s dismal record on financ-
ing women’s enterprises, the UK government has 
announced a series of measures it intends to take, includ-
ing sponsoring a new industry-led taskforce aimed at 
securing change in this area. The Treasury, working with 
the UK Finance trade association, is establishing a new 
‘Investing in Women’ code of conduct. The idea is that 
financial institutions will sign up to this code, which 
should raise awareness of the issue and improve decision-
making in allocation of funds, to achieve a target of 50% 
more female-run businesses by 2030, and 600,000 more 
women entrepreneurs.11 This is better than nothing, and 
at least knowledge about the problems facing women 
entrepreneurs slowly increases with every new report. 
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But gentle measures or assistance may not do the trick 
given the scale of the problem, as the Rose Review 
argued.12 The government response to the review 
referred to the above target figures in terms of ‘ambition’, 
and we all know what happens to ambitions, particularly 
when other issues like Brexit remain on the horizon, as 
do changes in government and therefore priorities.
  One thing that we know could help is an expansion of 
enterprise teaching in schools, and targeting it towards 
girls in particular. This UK curriculum innovation, origi-
nally introduced by Labour, involves contact with busi-
nesses, and girls who benefit from it become four times 
more likely to want to start their own business. Boys, 
interestingly, only grow twice as likely. This is no doubt 
because girls are in more need of awareness, exposure 
and ‘leading by example’ to find their way to entrepre-
neurship, due to the unconscious bias encountered by 
potential women entrepreneurs, those starting out, and 
those trying to grow their business—both in their busi-
ness dealings with men, and within their own social 
conditioning. The Rose Review was partly guided by 
evidence from interviews and survey work, which influ-
enced its proposals on solutions—we have undertaken 
some small amount of extra interviewing during the 
research for this book, to add to those findings.
  My Birmingham City University colleague Beverley 
Nielsen has been encouraging entrepreneurship and 
innovation in that city, keeping close to entrepreneurs 
of both main genders and from various ethnic back-
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grounds. A number of women have spoken to her about 
their experiences, and it is interesting to see some of the 
sentiments expressed. Rebecca Struthers of Struthers 
Watchmakers talked about the difficulties in raising 
capital to set up a business during the recession, and her 
disproportionate reliance on women investors. For her 
and her associates, ‘Private investment was our only 
means to secure significant capital to generate growth, 
and that came from a female investor and very success-
ful entrepreneur.’
  The surface pattern designer Sara Page, who started 
her business in her mid-40s some 10 years ago, has 
encountered both misogyny and ageism:

When I first went overseas on business, I was treated 
well. More recently, I’ve found the businesses more 
complacent. Often, when my husband came, I found 
this made a difference to the way I was treated, and it 
was apparent sometimes that they spoke to him, not 
me, until he explained, ‘Sara is the designer, it is her 
business.’ It may also be to do with not just being a 
woman but being older. I am seen as another ‘middle-
aged woman with a hobby’.

Page is not alone in experiencing this unconscious bias 
causing men to be more respectful towards fellow men, 
with women struggling to be taken equally seriously as 
businesspeople. Nicola Milne, who started a successful 
business in 2004, says that overall she didn’t at first find 
it very difficult starting a business, with £10,000 she 
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borrowed from her then boyfriend and a £10,000 over-
draft facility from HSBC.  But she did encounter 
unconscious bias: ‘This one’s interesting because the 
accountants “assumed” that my [then] boyfriend was a 
partner in the business (his money was actually a pure 
loan), and they gave him 50% ownership. Now that 
was difficult to undo!’
  Dame Barbara Stocking, President of the all-women 
Cambridge college Murray Edwards, has been quoted 
saying, ‘The college’s job is to prepare young women for 
a working world dominated by men by encouraging 
them to take risks, and that [this job] will only be fin-
ished when there is true gender equality.’13 This emphasis 
on risk-taking is interesting. We’ve seen throughout this 
book that evidence suggests women tend to be more 
cautious. Angela Burman of Burman Bears says that, in 
her experience,

the women artists and designers I have taken on in the 
shop have thought carefully about their businesses and 
what they are taking on in terms of risk. I do not see 
this as being risk-averse, but being sensible in assessing 
what they are getting into. I think some women have 
more ‘common sense’ and avoid silly risks. They are 
used to running their homes and run their businesses in 
the same way. They tend to think of the whole thing 
rather than one ‘glory bit’.

When it comes to entrepreneurship, greater adventur-
ousness among women might be a good idea, in mod-
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eration. But there is ample evidence that, in our 
male-dominated society, women are not encouraged or 
rewarded for being willing to take risk, hence their con-
servatism. As specialist watch manufacturer Rebecca 
Smythes points out:

In my own career I have faced a constant battle of being 
accused of holding myself back by being too quiet and 
not speaking up, but then, as soon as I’ve spoken up and 
demonstrated my authority within my field, I am 
accused of being bossy/aggressive/domineering/pushy 
and told to pipe down again. All of those terms have 
been used to describe me in the past.

Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s an uncommon expe-
rience for women in business, and it often leaves them 
feeling less secure. That, in turn, makes women less 
likely to have enough belief in their abilities to take 
risks. As with the ‘queen bee phenomenon’ of senior 
women supposedly pulling up the ladder for other 
women (see below), there is a debate about whether this 
is a fundamental difference in women, or whether it is 
born out of the gender inequality that permeates our 
society and culture. Emma Bridgewater expressed the 
feeling that ‘I definitely think that women are less 
adventurous. They tend to be more cautious …This is 
probably due to our lack of self-belief in our ambition. 
I think this is inherent in women.’ Well, that is more of 
a perception, and it must be broken. There is no evi-
dence that women are less bold if they find themselves 
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in a gender-neutral environment. But it is possible that 
they simply recognise that their ambitions won’t be 
met, given the rarity of such environments, and so they 
let them lie dormant, playing safe within the limits of 
what society will let them achieve. The Rose Review 
hasn’t exactly proven them wrong.

What can women do to counter unconscious bias?

Sheryl Sandberg, Chief Operating Officer of Facebook, 
is one of the world’s most powerful women. In her book 
Lean In, she famously suggested that women facing ine-
quality in the workplace should be staying put, working 
to change the culture in their firms, and pushing for 
change.14 But that is likely to be hard, and certainly will 
only work for a handful of elite, relatively well-paid 
women. It will probably do little for the many down the 
pecking order. Instead the best solution may in fact be to 
cut your losses and run—to an organisation that is per-
haps more open to change. In Lean Out, the columnist 
Dawn Foster criticises the ‘lean in’ brigade’s focus on a 
relatively small collection of professional, highly edu-
cated women with good family and partner support, who 
do nothing to shake the capitalist system in its current, 
male-dominated free-market form, except for enabling 
their firms to get some good PR.  In Foster’s view, there is 
very little trickle-down effect, and therefore the answer is 
to exit not just the particular organisation, but the entire 
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patriarchal corporate world, and to fight for change from 
the outside: ‘Few women will sit in boardrooms in their 
lifetime, and adding a few “golden skirts” in places of 
high responsibility doesn’t translate straight to a hasten-
ing improvement in women’s rights and quality of life’.15

  Well, I have sympathy with both viewpoints. The 
research suggests that the trickle-down does happen, but 
very slowly, and mostly not as a result of having women 
in boardroom positions. In other words, the evidence 
backs my argument throughout this book: left to itself, 
the system will not correct in a hurry. And, as Dawn 
Foster points out in her book, even in Norway, hailed as 
the doyen of women’s empowerment, most women in 
boardrooms are non-executive directors who would be 
hard pushed to really understand an organisation’s cul-
ture or make the time to ensure that their appointment 
to the board is reflected in a greater number of women 
coming up from within. It is only if quotas are applied to 
executive directors, involved in the leadership culture 
and promotion practices of the company, that the 
trickle-down can really begin to happen.
  One of the most obvious demonstrations that there’s 
only so much women can do to overcome systemic eco-
nomic sexism is the phenomenon of the ‘glass cliff ’. This 
is a term used by women leaders to describe a fate that 
befalls women who seem active, interested and ambi-
tious: their (usually male) managers give them pretty 
difficult, sometimes hopeless jobs that men are wary of 
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taking on, expecting that they would fail. There is simply 
too much discussion and experience of the phenomenon 
to deny its reality, particularly since it is often brought 
up by women who have managed to overcome it.
  The Financial Times has attributed the term to none 
other than Christine Lagarde, Chair of the IMF (2011–
19) and the next President of the European Central 
Bank, but as far as I am aware it was in fact first used by 
the psychologists Michelle Ryan and Alex Haslam, fol-
lowing a UK study of FTSE 100 companies that found 
evidence of women being appointed to leadership posi-
tions at times of crisis. A typical ‘glass cliff ’ job is sitting 
or chairing remuneration committees for big public 
limited companies, only to find that you have to support 
the committee’s recommendations despite knowing they 
are outrageous and will get you into trouble with share-
holders and the press. You may even receive a summons 
to explain yourself in front of the House of Commons 
Treasury Select Committee, as happened to a friend of 
mine who was involved in a 2018 payoff to a well-known 
departing chief exec, unusually a woman.
  Belinda Phipps, former Chair of the Fawcett Society, 
described the phenomenon to me as follows:

My first glass cliff job … Marketing Manager for [phar-
maceutical giant] GSK.  At the time the lead product 
Zantac was the main profit earner for the company and 
was due off patent within a couple of years. New com-
petitors were coming out and it was believed, with 
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good reason, that the ulcer market in the UK was satu-
rated, i.e. all ulcers were being treated with an H2 
antagonist, so growth could only be achieved by dis-
placing competitors. No one wanted the job and, 
although I had not applied, I was actually offered it, 
and became the third most senior female in the 
UK.  The challenge I had taken on quickly became evi-
dent, and it also became evident I was to be the fall guy. 
However, I found a new indication for Zantac, created 
a new market of patients for it, and sales rocketed. The 
strategy was repeated round the world. This, along with 
the major and ‘mission impossible’ coup of getting a 
patent extension for the product—achieved by another 
woman—supported GSK’s fortunes till its next block-
buster came along. I was later told I was paid less than 
my male predecessor by some considerable margin. I 
left shortly afterwards to do an MBA, having been 
refused the opportunity to run a factory within the 
company. This not being seen as an acceptable job for a 
29-year-old woman.

Perhaps even British Prime Minister Theresa May 
(2016–19) unwittingly took on a ‘glass cliff ’ job: imple-
menting Brexit. All of her rival leadership hopefuls, 
including the one other woman, peeled off from the 
2016 contest to replace David Cameron as Prime 
Minister after the EU referendum that year, and May 
entered Downing Street by virtue of being the only per-
son left standing. As we have seen in the years since, she 
could only slide downwards from there! At the time of 
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writing, alpha male ‘Boris’ Johnson who ducked out of 
the contest that brought May to victory has replaced her 
amidst chaos and political stalemate over Brexit, con-
cluding his debut speech as Prime Minister with a thinly 
veiled swipe: ‘after three years of unfounded self-doubt 
it is time to change the record.’ The message being, of 
course, that he is the strong, confident man needed to 
clean up a weak woman’s mess. We shall see!
  I am now also wondering whether the very same thing 
might have happened on the other side of the Brexit 
saga, when two major jobs in the EU ended up going to 
the second-tier candidates, both women, after EU lead-
ers failed to agree on their respective first-choice candi-
dates, who were men. The press—and I, in a way—rejoiced 
that the appointees were women, and strong, very suc-
cessful and prominent women at that: Christine Lagarde 
and Ursula von der Leyen. But they are certainly set for 
a hard time, given that neither is perfectly suited to the 
very difficult job they have been asked to do, at a critical 
time for Europe when reforms must be carried out to 
keep the EU together. Might this undesirability of a 
potentially thankless task have had something to do with 
their appointments?
  From a personal perspective, if you can’t get anywhere 
in your own firm—despite reassuring words from HR 
and a well-put-together corporate and social responsibil-
ity policy—or if you can only get promoted to a doomed 
job that you’re expected to fail in, then there’s no point 
‘leaning in’ and hanging on, in the hope that the organi-
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sation’s culture will change. Best for an individual to 
move to a more open and flexible environment that 
allows her to be appreciated, do well and move up. But 
for all to benefit, the answer is a more interventionist 
state that shakes firms out of the inherent short-termism 
and bias pervading our current capitalist system. Instead 
we will need more active intervention to tackle the mar-
ket failures and reduce the inequalities that this system 
creates. The change must come from employers, and 
though they will move a certain way under peer pressure, 
they are unlikely to implement the full changes needed 
unless they’re also pushed by the authorities.

What should organisations do to counter unconscious bias?

The UK government has helpfully produced and dis-
seminated evidence-based guidance to employers on 
how to close their gender pay gap. The Behavioural 
Insights Team, working with the Government Equalities 
Office, has looked at the evidence on what works in 
organisations, and again emphasises the effectiveness of 
processes that circumvent bias, conscious or uncon-
scious. To summarise, the guidance recommends the 
following actions for employers as having a strong evi-
dence base to support them:

1. � Include multiple women in shortlists for recruitment 
and promotions: shortlists with only one woman do 
not increase the chance of a woman being selected.
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  2. � Use skill-based assessment tasks in recruitment: ask 
candidates to perform tasks they would be expected 
to perform in the role they are applying for.

  3. � Use structured interviews for recruitment and 
promotions: unstructured interviews are more 
likely to allow unfair bias to creep in and influence 
decisions.

  4. � Encourage salary negotiation by showing salary 
ranges: women are less likely to negotiate their pay. 
This is partly because women are put off if they are 
not sure about what a reasonable offer is.

  5. � Introduce transparency to promotion, pay and 
reward processes.

  6. � Appoint diversity managers and/or diversity task 
forces.

  7. � Improve workplace flexibility for men and women.
  8. � Encourage the uptake of Shared Parental Leave.
  9. � Recruit returners: many of them, as the evidence 

suggests, have taken an extended career break for 
caring or other reasons, and are either not currently 
employed or are working in roles for which they are 
over-qualified—in other words, the evidence sug-
gests that they are working below their skills level, a 
huge loss to society.

10. � Offer mentoring and sponsorship.
11. � Offer networking programmes.
12. � Set specific, time-bound internal targets so that pro-

gress towards them can be tracked.16
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This list is quite an ask. Implementing it would be 
costly, and require firms to think long-term, which is 
certainly not what our current short-term profit struc-
ture encourages. And often, as we know, translating 
HR principles into action is no small thing. So I’d go 
further and add quotas to this list. Most HR heads I 
speak to, usually women, are sympathetic to this. It’s 
just that saying it openly would mean that they are 
supporting extra regulation, which could be a career-
limiting move for them—unless they are already part 
of the top team and aren’t worried about being sacked. 
But we have to assume that organisations prepared to 
engage sincerely with the government’s guidance on 
closing the pay gap can see that regulation may be nec-
essary to change practices across the economy, improv-
ing the pipeline of senior women who will serve as 
disruptors and role models.
  At this point we need to look in more detail at the 
supposed ‘queen bee phenomenon’. Its supporters 
argue that if only a limited number of women are 
breaking through the glass ceiling, it is not men 
stopping them, but the women already up there. On 
becoming successful, it is implied, women assimilate 
into the masculine culture they have joined, and behave 
‘like men’, thus legitimising the gender inequality that 
is widespread in big organisations. Those who believe 
in it would argue that quotas for senior leadership will 
change nothing, since having more women at the top 
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will not lead to better gender equality throughout the 
organisation.
  To this I would say that the reasons for the ‘queen bee 
phenomenon’ in Western societies are often misunder-
stood as something biological and inherent—in other 
words, unavoidable in an organisation—when it is in 
fact a social phenomenon dependent on the environ-
ment in which women are operating. Yes, we often hear 
that women coming up the ranks have, at some stage, 
experienced lack of empathy from women higher up 
their organisations, but that seems to be changing, and 
there is a clear social reason for this. I wrote about it 
myself, observing that when I was growing up women at 
the top seemed to be either unmarried or without chil-
dren.17 It’s understandable that this situation could lead 
to judgement or lack of sympathy on both sides. But it’s 
also perfectly understandable why this divide emerged: 
forgoing a family was almost a must for the older genera-
tion of women managers, given that the surest way to get 
fired or never be promoted again was to announce that 
you were either about to get married or about to have a 
child—hence the colleague I mentioned at the start of 
this book who simply hid her pregnancy and family life 
from the employer. Where this issue once created fric-
tion or lack of understanding between more junior and 
more senior women, the problem is thankfully much 
smaller than it once was.
  More broadly, even if senior women do behave 
unhelpfully towards women lower down, the chances 
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are that it isn’t because women are naturally ‘jealous’ or 
‘catty’—as the ‘queen bee’ argument often implies—but 
because the system makes them feel a desperate need to 
assimilate and belong, in other words to adopt ‘mascu-
line’ characteristics and suppress ‘emotion’ to prove that 
they can be strong and effective leaders despite being 
women. You can easily see why this might prevent them 
from behaving in a naturally generous or open way 
towards any colleagues, whether men or women, and 
especially their juniors.18 Some findings have suggested 
that women at the top may try and dissociate them-
selves from less successful women further down the 
ladder.19 But this says more about the masculine, out-
come-focused environment in which women work, 
particularly in the private sector, than it does about the 
nature of women. If we’re imagining a scenario where 
the organisation as a whole does not reward such behav-
iour or attitudes—which is far more likely if it has 
adopted the government’s proposals for eliminating bias 
and pay gaps—then the ‘queen bee phenomenon’ 
should melt away.
  We can see that this is true when we look at busi-
nesses that are run or started by women. When they are 
at or near the top, women—like men—tend to hire and 
promote more of their own kind, or at least what they 
perceive to be their own kind, which is welcome until 
we have redressed the imbalances of the male-run sys-
tem.20 Take the incredible story of Conna Walker, the 
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retail entrepreneur who started a clothing label at the 
age of 17 with a £3,000 loan from her father. In 2019, 
at the age of 26, she is making a yearly profit of £12 
million, and employs a woman-heavy team, arguing that 
‘women understand our customer, so they know what 
we want to achieve’.21 It makes sense, and clearly no 
inherent sense of resentment or hostility towards other 
women interfered with that logic. This example is sup-
ported by research. The Norway study mentioned in 
Part Three found very little evidence of any widespread 
‘queen bee’ behaviour.22 Another study by Credit Suisse 
concurred: looking at microfinance institutions, the 
bank found that female-led companies are much more 
likely to have a woman chair, a greater percentage of 
women clients, and more women on the board.23

  In my interviews with women in top industrial posi-
tions, it is invariably the case that they are actively employ-
ing women in their teams, often as a conscious effort to 
bring women up, even in traditionally male-dominated 
industries such as engineering and aerospace.
  In March 2019 I attended the launch party of 
Commentland, a new compendium on how the media 
has covered various political, social and economic crises 
in the decade since 2009. The volume was put together 
by the knowledge networking company Editorial 
Intelligence, and I had been invited to the launch by 
Editorial Intelligence’s founder, the writer and network-
ing professor Julia Hobsbawm, as I had contributed a 
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piece on the financial crisis. The event was at the Mayfair 
Hotel, which had associations for me—I had started my 
working life there at the age of 17 as a fresh arrival from 
Greece, working as a room service telephonist in the 
kitchens in the afternoons and evenings, while studying 
for my A-levels in the mornings. I walked into the 
launch at the same time as a self-confident-looking lady 
called Benita Walia, who then proceeded to tell me that 
she had been an architect and had now become quite a 
successful artist. Benita insisted that she had suffered no 
discrimination as a woman, but on questioning attrib-
uted this entirely to the fact that many of the senior 
people she’d dealt with in her earlier career had been 
women—the leadership of local councils’ architectural 
departments, which had been her main clients. Now, in 
her new incarnation as an artist, she again sells mostly to 
women in galleries and museums. How nice, I thought! 
And it supports the argument above that having a 
woman making the buying/hiring decisions is helpful to 
other women—in other words, that the ‘queen bees’ are 
few and far between.
  Beyond my anecdotal encounters with women, 
research has also shown this. An extensive questionnaire 
on senior men and women in Norway found that the 
women in the survey, having themselves made it to top 
management, remained keener on gender equality 
measures than their male counterparts. It’s true that, 
when one focuses on sectoral differences, the report 
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found that senior businesswomen in private companies 
were less inclined to be sympathetic to gender equality 
measures than those in sectors outside business, such as 
the public sector or academia.24 But the research sug-
gests that any ‘queen bee’ behaviour that may exist is 
relatively limited in its impact—women in top posi-
tions had not pulled up the ladder for other women. 
Surely there have to be more than a couple of senior 
women for them to be held responsible for the lack of 
gender equality in an organisation! One assumes that in 
the case of business, there were still too few women, so 
that those who had made it were enjoying—or fearful 
for—their privileged positions too much to want to 
change things. This evidence from Norway, which is an 
overall example of good practice and early board quo-
tas, suggests once again that the number to watch is 
how many women are on senior executive boards, and 
in senior positions more generally.

Are quotas part of the answer?

As you’ll have guessed by now, my view is a resounding 
yes. The suspicion is that capitalist economies, despite 
already being subject to considerable government 
intervention, need a further strong dose of extra meas-
ures to deliver gender equality, for the reasons we 
explored in Part 1. The legislation of the last fifty years 
has helped in establishing basic principles and meas-
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ures of equality, but the problem is still far from being 
solved in practice. Of course, women who want to opt 
out of the labour market for any reason, even tempo-
rarily, should be able to do so—but this should be out 
of free choice, not because they think they have no 
other choice. Does this matter? It certainly does! Not 
only is there an unquestionable issue of fairness and 
equal opportunity, but it is also through financial 
empowerment that the rest will follow, allowing 
women to be more involved in making policy and in 
shaping our culture. What’s more, the economy will be 
more prosperous and society more equal. Resetting the 
gender power imbalance is a ‘win-win’, and if we need 
quotas for senior women to do it, then one can legiti-
mately ask: What is there to object to?
  Yet there is still resistance to the idea of quotas in 
many quarters. Occasionally, of course, one finds 
enlightened people at the top—and it helps if they are 
women. So quotas should gain acceptance as a reason-
able and necessary policy as more women make it to 
the top. I did a panel discussion for the news outlet 
Tortoise with Ana Botín, head of Santander, on what 
needs to be done regarding gender equality. She said 
that, if you’d asked her ten years ago whether she was a 
feminist, she would have said no, but now she declares 
herself as one. She was against quotas then, but no 
longer opposes them, as things are moving too slowly. 
Botín told the panel how, when she first took control 
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of the bank, she had a talk with her team in Spain, who 
were choosing new regional managers. On top in terms 
of capability was a woman, Carmen, but the head of 
HR told her that she wouldn’t be appointed because 
she was away on maternity leave. Botín was shocked, 
and countered the decision. The woman was appointed 
and was still with the bank when we did the panel, one 
of Santander’s star performers.
  To those who argue that quotas have been ‘done’—
that they’ve been tried and they’ve failed—I would 
argue (as I have argued before)25 that they have not yet 
been visited properly, at the right level. Ed Sibley, 
Deputy Governor of the Central Bank of Ireland and 
chair of the bank’s diversity and inclusion steering group, 
has spoken of the need for ‘targets’, though in fact what 
he was describing sounded very much like ‘quotas’. Of 
course, he wanted the ‘targets’ to be realistic and to ‘tar-
get’ the right variables. He referred to the Scandinavian 
board ‘targets’ (in fact, as we know, they are ‘quotas’), 
worrying that they don’t really change the culture of an 
organisation, as the women are just ‘parachuted in’. The 
real ‘targets’, he says, need to be further down, at levels 
where women are involved in the running of affairs, so 
that they affect the pipeline to the top.26 A very good 
point and one I agree with entirely.
  I am not advocating tougher quotas on boardroom 
representation, which are irrelevant and just provide 
‘jobs for the girls’. Such quotas already exist, and are 
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being tightened in many European countries, but their 
impact on senior representation in the private sector in 
particular has been very small. My suggestion is for a 
series of quotas for senior executive positions, adjusted 
by sector, with a time frame, penalties for non-compli-
ance, and a sunset clause once cultures change. This is 
the only thing that will force firms to think and act long-
term, in a consistent way that marks a real culture shift 
and takes investors and shareholders with them on that 
journey. Of course, they will ultimately benefit too, with 
better-balanced decision-making, a culture that attracts 
and retains the best men and women, greater productiv-
ity and, eventually, larger profits. And for the economy, 
greater presence of women decision-makers will allow 
for a more compassionate and flexible approach to work-
ing life, for mothers, fathers and all others. It should end 
long working hours, stop the rewarding of overtime and 
‘boys’ club’ networking, and maybe even herald the 
move to a formal 4-day week—rather than the informal 
one that exists today among many high-ups. (Who 
works on Fridays? Anyone? The Tube in London is 
empty on that day of the week, and the cafés full!)
  Women’s quotas for senior management, adjustable 
by sector and to be achieved over a period of years, 
would force companies to change their culture, work 
hard to keep the women’s pipeline going to the top, and 
reduce any bias. This would also appeal to men, who 
could take advantage of the more flexible operation that 
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would hopefully develop. No one likes regulation, but if 
it is done cleverly and flexibly then there’s no reason why 
it can’t work. In her research in this area, Beverley 
Nielsen has had feedback from young women in the 
legal profession, who point out that in Scandinavian 
countries where there are statutory quotas, women can 
leave their jobs to have children, knowing that there is a 
good chance they’ll still make partner after they return. 
For Nielsen, this cultural impact is the biggest reason to 
implement legally binding quotas that force the effort 
required to drive the system, from school onwards, to 
produce equality.
  Anything approaching gender equality is still a long 
way off, and the environment won’t improve any faster 
until we have more women rising to be decision-mak-
ers. Only then will a culture develop in which fellow 
women can get the skills and experience they need to 
rise to such positions. Is there a chicken and egg situa-
tion here? It sounds like it, and if that’s the case then we 
need considerable intervention to break the cycle and 
force a shift. As we saw in the Introduction, the 
Commonwealth Secretariat—which encompasses both 
developing and developed economies—argued that 
economic empowerment, through quotas, was a prereq-
uisite for advancing women’s participation in politics—
and hence decision-making at all levels of government. 
It makes sense, therefore, for quotas to be continued 
where they exist and introduced where they do not.27 
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We can only hope that more governments and interna-
tional organisations will soon start to agree.

Pay transparency

In the Introduction I talked about the problems created 
for women by information asymmetries. The market 
clears at suboptimal levels, because it doesn’t allow them 
to know—or get paid—what they are really worth. A 
recent survey in the UK showed that most workers 
would welcome pay transparency if it meant an improve-
ment in their relative position. This is what the UK Pay 
Reviews were meant to achieve.  Predictably, this exercise 
in transparency revealed substantial pay gaps. At the 
BBC, large differences in salaries were revealed between 
men and women—and between different men, to be 
fair—doing effectively the same jobs. The gap was 
addressed by forcing men to accept pay cuts, rather than 
giving the women the difference in salary over a number 
of years. As a result, the BBC’s percentage gap has now 
been reduced, not so much because of ‘affirmative 
action’—though there was some—but also because 
many of the top-paid men have left rather than face sal-
ary cuts. And this was also the case in an example stud-
ied by academics in Denmark, who found that, once 
there was transparency, the result was eventually more 
equality—not because women got a pay rise, but because 
men’s wage projections slowed. The company’s profits 
improved! What an outcome!
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  Some progress has been made. But all the meaningful 
changes that have happened so far in Britain, for exam-
ple, have required top-down intervention: the Equal 
Pay Act (1970), the Sex Discrimination Act (1975) and 
the Equality Act (2010), which made it illegal to pay 
people different rates for ‘work of equivalent value’. It 
was under the Equality Act that the women cleaners of 
Birmingham triumphed in claiming pay equal to that of 
the men who collected refuse. Meanwhile, the practice 
of paying men more continues, as we saw in a UK case 
involving the majority-state-owned Royal Bank of 
Scotland. This centred around a female worker in the 
bank who was being paid some £30,000 a year less than 
men in a comparable role; she was sacked in 2017, but 
agreed a £150,000 settlement, as she was about to take 
her case to an industrial tribunal. The Unite union had 
said that this worker had been underpaid for seven 
years, and that there are still many other women in her 
position who will also be asking the Bank to make up 
for years of underpayment. It is extraordinary that this 
is still possible nearly 50 years after the Equal Pay Act 
was passed.28 Again, we clearly need more than equal 
pay rights to achieve actual equal treatment.
  In April 2017, the UK government implemented 
regulations compelling firms with more than 250 
employees to disclose any gender pay gaps, after too few 
firms took part in a voluntary disclosure scheme.29 This 
amounted to just over 10,000 Pay Reviews, including 
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200 small and medium enterprises that reported volun-
tarily. Put together, these reviews suggested a median 
pay gap in the UK as a whole of 9.7%.30 The worst 
offenders were the construction industry, with a gap of 
some 25%; finance and insurance, at around 20%; and 
education close behind. Practices of course differed 
hugely within sectors. In higher education, for example, 
things may have seemed fairly uniform on the surface, 
with over nine out of ten British universities paying 
men more than women on average—but the 2018 Pay 
Reviews disclosed a mean pay gap ranging from 1% to 
45%, and a median pay gap between 1.9% and 37.4%. 
For women in the top quartile of pay, the gap ranged 
from 22.4% to 64.4%.
  As Bloomberg’s David Hellier has written, the City is 
one of the worst offenders in the pay gap stakes. Women 
often represent the bulk of the workforce, and yet are 
mostly absent from senior leadership in many financial 
institutions.31 The men at Goldman Sachs in the UK 
earn on average twice as much as the women, and those 
at HSBC more than twice as much. How long will it 
take for that gap to disappear if insufficient numbers of 
new women are promoted to senior positions? What is 
required is investment in the long term, which won’t 
happen of its own accord given the instinctive short-
termism of the City. In the financial sector in particular, 
there are also differences in bonuses, with women get-
ting some 35% less on average. HSBC Holdings Plc, UK 
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has a policy of increasing numbers of senior women, yet 
reports that only 23% of senior positions have gone to 
women, and the mean (average) pay gap has gone up to 
61%, the highest among UK banks.
  Professor Susan Vinnicombe of Cranfield University 
suggests that making organisations produce data about 
their gender pay gaps nudges them into action.32 It’s 
early days, perhaps, but the results to 2019 have been 
disappointing so far. The average hourly pay gap at the 
British operations of Goldman Sachs has gone down 
slightly (from 55% in 2018 to 51% in 2019) but remains 
very high.33 According to the bank, the gap is not due to 
men being paid more for the same job, which is illegal—
so the gap is mainly blamed on the lack of women in 
senior positions. The problem is that we can’t be sure if 
this is true—not only do more women than men work 
in generally lower-paid part-time jobs, which compli-
cates the picture, but there is often little transparency 
about individual wages. At the BBC, women are getting 
organised to sue for back pay, which will cost the 
Corporation a huge amount of money. But, of course, 
one can’t do that until one knows what others get paid—
not just between men and women, but also those going 
up and down the hierarchy. A recent survey suggested 
that, in fact, most British workers would like full pay 
transparency, as is already the case in places like Finland, 
Sweden and in particular Norway, where tax records, for 
example, are available for all to see online, for every 
worker in the economy.34
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  Pay transparency is important. But there are no 
financial incentives for good behaviour, nor fines for 
underperforming in this area. ‘Shaming’ does not 
appear to have a substantial impact. It seems to me that, 
until we introduce quotas to force financial institutions 
to increase appreciably the number of women in execu-
tive positions, nothing will change—a pay gap will 
remain so long as senior women continue to be severely 
outnumbered by men. But at least what pay transpar-
ency there is in various countries has exposed the gap in 
women’s economic empowerment in a pretty stark way. 
And for women, despite the shock, there is something 
positive to be taken from it. Emma Bridgewater, MD 
and founder of a design group that now employs some 
200 people, says:

The gender pay gap law is one of best pieces of legisla-
tion to have been introduced in recent years. It has led 
us to be more searching in our conversations and it has 
revealed much to us. I wish government would make 
reporting more and more detailed as I think everyone 
should have to report these figures, they are crucial. 
Across the board we need equal representation. … Now 
there are big women on the move and some fiefdoms 
are being defended. Unless there is equal representation 
in politics and in the boardroom we will not have 
reached our goal.

She went on to tell me: ‘I used to think “tokenism” was 
not good. Now I don’t. 50/50 is a reasonable goal. That 
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will drive a lot of changes. We need to get power, and 
when we do, not behave like men’.

Would having more women economists help?

So we need policy-makers to be far more bold, and will-
ing to commit openly to improving women’s representa-
tion at senior levels of all kinds of organisation and 
work. But how can we achieve this? Well, one thing that 
might help with improving women’s position in our 
economies would be having more women among econo-
mists themselves. As a result of the ‘great recession’ that 
followed the financial crisis in 2008, and the long time it 
has taken for countries to recover, particularly in the 
West, concerns about inequality are back at the top of 
the agenda amongst economists. The idea that ‘the free 
market can’t be wrong’ and that it is always efficient no 
longer convinces anyone, other than a few die-hard free-
marketeers. In many countries, real wages still have not 
returned to the levels they were at before 2008, and 
many women in lower-paid occupations have been par-
ticularly hard hit. To finally redress this gendered eco-
nomic inequality, which existed before 2008 but has 
worsened since, is the only way to empower women in 
society more broadly. And it will need good economists 
who care about the issue, men and women.
  In the UK the Royal Economic Society (RES), listen-
ing to its members, decided to make diversity its core 
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area of focus in 2019/20. Its strategy document outlines 
the Society’s intention to promote diversity in all its 
manifestations, including gender. People differ in the 
type of economics they are interested in studying, and 
gender plays a role in this. In a session on women econo-
mists at the 2019 RES annual conference, it was made 
very clear that we still have a long way to go to ensure 
that economics is taught in a way that encourages more 
women to take it up as a subject, both early on at school 
and later on as a degree or a career. There have been some 
improvements: 20 years ago, 25% of university econom-
ics departments in the UK had no women in them at all, 
and 75% had no female chairs. RES research suggests 
that all departments now include women academics, and 
it is rare to find one with no women holding a chair. But 
even so, only 26% of economics undergraduates in the 
UK today are women.
  It’s been clear throughout this book that we need 
government policy, leadership and regulation to tackle 
women’s economic inequality, so of course the number 
of women economists in the public sector should be of 
particular importance. Thanks to more active govern-
ment policy, the UK Civil Service generally has more 
women in senior policy positions than it once did. Yet 
even here we find that it is harder for women to rise to 
the very top. There are only a handful of female 
Permanent Secretaries, and there has yet to be a female 
Cabinet Secretary or Head of the Civil Service. The 
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Governor of the Bank of England has been a man since 
the Bank was established in 1694, though this may 
change with incumbent Mark Carney’s replacement—
at the time of writing, the search is on, and is being led 
by the all-women headhunters Sapphire. I was lucky to 
receive a couple of landmark appointments myself, 
becoming the first woman Chief Economist of the 
Trade and Industry Department in 2003, and the first 
female (joint) head of the Government Economics 
Service in 2007. I’m glad to report that after my male 
co-head David Ramsden went to the Bank of England 
as Deputy Governor, the GES is now headed by two 
women, again one from the Treasury and one from my 
old department, Business.
  Other encouraging news is coming out of regulated 
services. At the time of writing, the head of Ofcom, the 
UK’s media regulator, is Sharon White, an economist 
who was the first black person and the second woman to 
become a Permanent Second Secretary at the Treasury, 
and who has now been appointed as the first female 
chair of the John Lewis Partnership. So the influence of 
women economists is spreading. The Director of the 
Serious Fraud Office is also a woman, Lisa Osofsky, who 
in April 2019 attacked the lack of diversity at the top of 
society, arguing that this reduces the quality of decision-
making. Following her policy announcement to this 
effect, the executive team of the SFO itself is now buck-
ing the trend with a 50/50 gender balance.35 But the 
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truth is that we are still missing women from the eco-
nomics profession around the world, and their absence 
in decision-making across all fields in the economy is 
being felt, particularly as the economic costs of homoge-
neity are increasingly evidenced.
  The positive side of this is that there is now increasing 
focus on tackling the lack of diversity in the profession, 
as the above examples perhaps show. We can see this in 
both the public and the private sector and in academia. 
In April 2019 the Centre for Economic Policy Research 
(CEPR) launched a new Women in Economics initia-
tive with the Swiss bank UBS.  The CEPR President, 
Beatrice Weder di Mauro, said at the inauguration, ‘The 
missing women in economics have become an issue, 
essentially because their share in academic positions is 
not progressing. It’s a good time to showcase exceptional 
female economists and their research to encourage oth-
ers.’36 The initiative is led by CEPR’s Vice President, 
London Business School Professor Hélène Rey, and its 
aim is to work with its member organisations to reverse 
the lack of information about women economists’ 
achievements and redress the gender imbalance in the 
profession, in the hope of inspiring future generations. 
As Rey put it:

There are a number of exceptional women who do 
extremely interesting work in economics, from develop-
ment to labour, to macroeconomics to finance. So the 
first thing is that we would like to showcase this excep-
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tional work, because it is interesting and deserves more 
visibility. Second, we would like to use this CEPR 
Women in Economics project to create some role mod-
els for younger generations of girls and boys because we 
think that seeing that these women have achieved so 
much can inspire a lot of people.

All admirable thoughts. It is a shame, though, that the 
work of women economists has been obscured for so 
long, not helped by the absence of women economists in 
senior positions. We’ve seen throughout Part 3 that even 
where women are equally or over-represented in a pro-
fession, they are still under-represented in its leader-
ship—so when there are far fewer women than men 
even entering the industry, what chance do they stand? 
Academic economists across the globe remain over-
whelmingly male. The Economist calculates that only 
about a fifth of Europe’s senior economists are women. 
A look at the US also reveals that, among full professors 
of economics, women make up only 15% of the total. 
According to a study published in early 2019 by the 
University of Warwick’s Centre for Competitive 
Advantage in a Global Economy, the share of women 
academic economists was some 48% for lecturer posi-
tions, but 38% for senior lecturers and just 18% for pro-
fessors. On a related note, women were also bunched at 
the lower end of the pay scale. Around 50% were in the 
bottom two salary brackets, and only 28% of those on a 
salary above £56,000 were women.37
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  It seems harder for women than for men to reach the 
higher career levels in economics, or any other subject, 
whether as a practitioner or as a professor. But it is not 
for want of trying, or lack of the necessary qualifications. 
Even Stephen Pinker—who believes that it is differences 
in preferences that lead women to go for particular pro-
fessions rather than others—has been quoted referring 
to a study by Cornell University showing that, in almost 
all academic disciplines, women are more likely to land 
an interview for a post than a man. Aside from the fact 
that this doesn’t make them more likely to get the job, 
the one subject area where women were less likely than 
men to land the interview is economics.38

  Why is that? The Economist ran a long article in March 
2019 outlining the relative lack of women economists, 
particularly in senior positions. But the one germ of an 
idea contained in the article struck me as genius. It is very 
likely that economists really believe that the free market 
works—especially economists in the States who believe 
that Friedman was right, the market can do no wrong, 
and market forces will eventually, inevitably, right the 
gender imbalance. Unfortunately, they don’t. To my 
mind, there is no stronger proof of the need for interven-
tion in the market than the poor outlook for women 
academic economists. The Economist piece quoted a 
study by the American Economic Association, which 
found that the academic environment for women econo-
mists is particularly intimidating.39 According to the 
survey it conducted, some 46% of women respondents 
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have apparently decided not to ask a question at a confer-
ence or present any ideas, worried that they may be 
treated unfairly, interrupted or attacked for lack of deep 
knowledge or understanding, as is often the case in aca-
demic seminars. The percentage for men was only 18%.
  In the same survey, some 48% of women said they had 
faced discrimination at work.40 For those who think that 
the balance has now in fact switched too much, against 
the men, the equivalent figure for men economists in aca-
demia was just 3%. A US study has shown that men are 
more likely to end up getting jobs in top-ranking depart-
ments offering economics PhDs, and more likely to pub-
lish in top journals, even if they graduated with similar 
types of qualifications to the women. There is also data 
suggesting that it generally takes longer for a woman 
economist to acquire tenure in an academic institution. 
Women seem to be as productive as men in terms of their 
output if it is judged by research papers, yet they are 
treated more harshly in peer reviews, and if they produce 
joint papers with a male economist, the man is more likely 
to be promoted first and to rise faster. There have been a 
number of studies focusing on the US which show that, in 
comparison with other academic subjects, women’s career 
progression in economics seems to be slower.41

  This may explain why, all through the system, few 
women become academic economists. It is not therefore 
surprising that, while the third woman has just won the 
Nobel Prize for Physics, a profession also dominated by 
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men, only one woman has managed it for the Nobel 
Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences: the late Elinor 
Ostrom. Of course, the economics prize was a bit of a 
latecomer, having only been established in 1968, and 
Ostrom had been recognised for her work in all sorts of 
ways before winning the Nobel. But, for the moment at 
any rate—and I would love to be proven wrong—there 
doesn’t seem to be anyone near joining her as number 
two. I said as much in my Prospect piece of October 
2018, wondering where the next female Nobel winner 
would come from.42

  The Nobel is an international prize, and the problem is 
clearly a global one. But research in the UK and the US 
may give us some clues as to the reasons behind it. 
According to one recent study, whether or not women 
university students enrolled in higher-level economics 
classes was majorly influenced by whether or not they 
knew women who were successful in the field. If not, they 
chose to do something else instead.43 The article in The 
Economist also demonstrated this, quoting a recent issue 
of the Journal of Economic Perspectives, which showed that 
the number of female graduate economic students goes up 
if a woman is department chair, without any reduction in 
quality of candidates.44

* * *
So one thing is very clear: not enough women are enter-
ing economics, and the culture of the profession does 
not encourage them to. What can we do about this?
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  Part of the problem may well be the perceived require-
ment to be good at mathematics. A study by the Institute 
of Education at University College London suggested 
that maths is too masculine in the way it is taught at 
school, and that the types of careers perceived to be asso-
ciated with the study of maths seem less appealing to 
girls.45 Further up, the way economics is taught may also 
be reinforcing the notion that maths and economics are 
for boys and men. Something urgently needs to change 
if we are to close the pay gap, in economics and across 
the economy. Dame Frances Cairncross used to be 
Management Editor of The Economist. She has suggested 
a strong correlation in the UK between high lifetime 
earnings and an A-level in Maths.46 Yet figures for 2015 
show that, in England and Wales, only 18% of girls tak-
ing A-levels were doing Maths, compared to 37% of 
boys, among whom Maths was the most popular subject 
of all. For the subject Further Maths, often required to 
study STEM subjects at undergraduate level, the figures 
were 7% for boys and 2% for girls.
  Sadly, economics is not taught as an A-level subject in 
all schools in the UK—many state schools don’t offer it 
at all, so it is privileged students in independent (private) 
schools who have more exposure. Often, state-school 
students have no opportunity for the familiarisation 
required to encourage interest in a subject and its pur-
suit at university level. Surveys of 15–17-year-olds sug-
gest that young people’s image of economics is all about 
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making money: of white men in suits! This may have 
something to do with the fact that only 30% of girls 
study the subject at A-level. There is a perception prob-
lem not only with economics but also with the core 
STEM subjects, where again only 24% of UK under-
graduates are women—their numbers have gone up over 
time, but so have the men’s, so the proportions have 
remained more or less the same. Girls making their 
choices at school will be affected by the lack of examples 
and role models. Dame Sue Ion, a leading UK nuclear 
engineer and Honorary President of the National Skills 
Academy for Nuclear, has pointed to the loneliness of 
women in science and engineering in a Sunday Times 
interview. She talked about what would happen when 
she and colleagues came out of a difficult meeting:

all the men go to the gents’ and I am left wondering 
what they are talking about in there. It was only later in 
my career that I was lucky enough to work with some 
extremely talented women and I’d be in the ladies’ 
thinking: ‘Well, this is a unique situation, we can have 
a discussion about what we are going to go back into 
this meeting with, just like the guys do in the gents’.47

The lack of confidence among girls in their ability to pur-
sue STEM subjects is wider than in relation to maths and 
economics alone. A study by the Institute of Fiscal 
Studies, with which I have had a long association, in part-
nership with the STEM Skills Fund, examined the barri-
ers to girls taking A-level Physics and Maths.48 It found 
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that girls get discouraged from continuing these subjects 
even if they did really well in them at GCSE, the qualifica-
tion before A-level. Among high-achieving pupils who 
received the top grades (A* or A) in their Maths GCSE in 
2010, only 36.5% of girls went on to do the subject at 
A-level, whereas the take-up by boys was 51.1%. For 
Physics, it was even worse: only 13.2 % of girls continued, 
against 39.3% of boys. This was not the case for Chemistry 
and certainly not for Biology, where more high-achieving 
girls than boys take the subject at A-level. A plausible 
explanation for this is that, while STEM careers overall 
are seen as ‘for boys and men’, the caring professions that 
require Biology and Chemistry, like medicine, have more 
women role models and are more appealing to women. 
The IFS report noted that:

Teachers also perceive that the gender gap in STEM 
A-level is partly driven by girls not aspiring to work in 
STEM, and that this is strongly driven by male domi-
nance: 75% agree or strongly agree that ‘these girls 
don’t aspire to work in STEM occupations and so don’t 
need to take A-levels in STEM subjects’; and 80% of 
those agreeing or strongly agreeing say this is because 
‘STEM occupations tend to be male dominated’.49

How can we explain all this, other than by unconscious 
bias? It is confirmed, for teachers and students, boys and 
girls alike, that these are ‘boys’ subjects’, because that is 
who does them—and so the cycle continues.
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  There is clearly a job to be done by economic insti-
tutes, such as the Royal Economic Society in the UK, 
going round and explaining what economics can offer, 
particularly to girls. An economics degree from, say, 
the LSE is one of the qualifications most valued by 
prospective employers, after computer science. The 
subject is changing, and that should be better conveyed 
to prospective students. This will hopefully erase the 
perception that economics is all about maths and mod-
elling, and increase girls’ confidence to tackle the 
subject. Behavioural economics is becoming more 
prevalent, combining economic decision-making and 
psychology, while a renewed focus by various universi-
ties on the need to equip economics graduates with the 
analytical thinking skills to support policy-making is 
attracting new entrants. There needs to be better 
understanding and publicising of the contribution that 
economics can make in addressing social problems, 
climate change, inequality and barriers to wellbeing. 
This is particularly important as research suggests that, 
overall, women care for the environment a bit more 
than men, and worry more about the future impact of 
things such as climate change.50

  If we don’t speak to our young people—especially our 
young women—about why different subjects might suit 
them, and about the financial benefits of certain subject 
and career choices, then we are perpetuating a market 
failure, because women are not ending up where they 
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should. I spoke with a woman called Laura, a part-Asian 
and part-European charity worker in her late 20s. She 
loves her work, travels a lot to developing countries, and 
is enthused about the contribution she is making. The 
charity sector has a considerable number of senior 
women to act as role models. But now she feels that her 
career choices may be limited from here on in by the 
typical low pay in the sector, and that gender expecta-
tions played a part in leading her down this path. At 
school, she was just as good at sciences as at liberal arts 
subjects, yet no one steered her in the direction of 
STEM studies, which she now realises would have put 
her on a much higher wage trajectory than the voluntary 
sector. She studied English and languages instead, but is 
regretting not opting for science subjects, now that she 
knows how much better-paid she might have been.
  The consequences of how we are educated, and of 
how schools present subjects to us, are felt by all, up and 
down the pay scale. These consequences are more dra-
matic for some than for others. Alex Marcham, my lovely 
30-year-old hairdresser and single mother of a mixed-
heritage baby, has been cutting my hair for a good ten 
years or longer—while an apprentice. She says that, at 
her school, a good girls’ comprehensive (state school) in 
South London, there was very little career guidance, and 
she was left to choose for herself—there was no push to 
do well even in English or Maths. It was only when she 
decided she wanted to retrain in mental health counsel-



SOLUTIONS

		  263

ling that she realised it was a major problem that she 
doesn’t have even those minimal qualifications. Like 
many others in her position, Alex has been a victim of 
severe cutbacks to further education provision in the 
UK, leaving her unable to gain those qualifications in 
adulthood in order to pursue her dream. Instead she had 
to pay £600 to train as a barber, which she could ill 
afford. Even the teacher on that course informed the 
class that this was the last course they were running at 
all, as funding had been cut.
  There is a desperate need for clear support and guid-
ance for girls and young women that will open up career 
paths, while preparing them for what it will take to suc-
ceed. This is not only about encouraging them into cer-
tain subjects or professions, but also about making sure 
that they are as well-armed as possible against the gender 
inequality they will face. Suzanne Franks, an independ-
ent television news producer, published a book in 2000 
called Having None of It: Women, Men and the Future of 
Work. In it she quoted a study of 900 previously high-
flying female Harvard students, which concluded that 
those students had not been warned by anyone of how 
desperately difficult some individual personal choices 
would become for them as women in pursuit of a 
career.51 Of course, we’re hoping for a day when this is 
no longer the case, but until then, we at least need to 
equip our young generation as best we can.
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Women vs robots

Before we end this reflection on ways to tackle economic 
inequality, we need to think especially about those future 
generations, and about the future in general. One thing 
that has surprised me is the gender imbalance among 
those bringing us the new AI age, which has not yet been 
well documented. The underrepresentation of women in 
the tech industries is a particular worry if this encourages 
data bias against women, which can be detrimental to 
women’s interests. Certainly the feminist Caroline 
Criado-Perez, herself a behavioural economist, argues 
that it does in her book Invisible Women: just as poor, 
groupthink-based decisions can be made in board-
rooms that aren’t diverse, algorithms and interpreta-
tions of data can be limited and skewed by a lack of 
consideration for women’s particular and differing 
needs or circumstances, due to lack of women in the 
room.52 Given their absence, and especially the lack of 
senior women working on the development of new 
technologies, we should be especially worried about 
what those changes will bring for women.
  Elsewhere in this book we’ve discussed job segrega-
tion: the effect of some sectors being more populated by 
women, and others by men. This by itself wouldn’t mat-
ter much, if it reflected an optimal allocation of workers 
throughout the production chain—if it were a sort of 
‘natural selection’ that somehow ended up this way. But 
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it is obvious that job segregation results from cultural 
and social norms that perceive some things as men’s 
work and others as women’s—doctors are men, women 
are nurses, for example. We know this is harmful to the 
economy, because it is not putting talent where it can 
best serve production and productivity—but even this 
might not be economically harmful to the individual, if 
the men’s jobs and women’s jobs were equally respected, 
valued and remunerated. The problem is that women are 
not just segregating into particular types of work, they 
are segregating into less well-paid types of work.
  Figures for the UK in 2018 show that the vast majority 
of women work in relatively low-paid sectors: 21% of all 
women’s jobs are in health and social work, 14% in whole-
sale and retail, and 12% in education, where the slashing 
of funding has had many deleterious effects. In fact, out of 
all healthcare and social-sector jobs in the UK, 79% are 
held by women. The figure in education is 70%.53 The free 
market is clearly unable to deal with the driving bias 
behind this segregation, and as long as it is allowed to 
carry on unimpeded, progress towards women’s empower-
ment—both economic and overall—will stall. This is a 
long-term problem, and urgent intervention is needed. As 
with climate change, we must address the iniquities of 
gendered job segregation, and broader gendered eco-
nomic inequality, before the costs of reversing the trend 
become too large to handle. And that point of no return 
may be approaching much faster than we think.
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  The technological revolution taking place in the 
twenty-first century is likely to affect jobs across many 
sectors. But the IMF has calculated that the risks are 
higher for women. It argues that 50% of women edu-
cated no further than high-school level, in other words 
with no further specialism, are most at risk.54 That com-
pares with 40% of men. (The risk drops to just 1% for 
those with a bachelor’s degree or higher.) The reason for 
this is obvious. In the current configuration of the 
global economy, women are found mostly in caring 
occupations, working as nurses, carers and teachers, and 
in service-sector jobs, such as hospitality and retail. 
These are precisely the areas that will be most touched 
by emerging technology around automation and artifi-
cial intelligence. Indeed, the IMF calculates that, even 
if you take into account differences in skills, experience 
and choice of occupation, some 5% of the global gender 
pay gap is due to working women’s over-concentration 
in more routine functions.55 So with many routine, 
middle-skilled jobs particularly threatened by techno-
logical change, addressing the iniquities of women’s 
work and ensuring that they break the glass ceiling 
becomes an even more urgent task. Not only do women 
take home less pay than men through their lifetimes, 
but now they are also facing a greater risk of their job 
being taken by a machine.
  There is a precedent for vast socioeconomic change 
disproportionately impacting women, and it is both 
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recent and ongoing: the sobering experience of women 
during the era of austerity that followed the 2008 finan-
cial crisis in many countries. As we saw during that 
period of recession, women are often most affected when 
costs are cut, whether in private-sector firms needing to 
make redundancies or the public sector needing to make 
savings. The UK serves as a good example of this. Even 
in sectors where women are meant to be better repre-
sented, such as media, looking back at data and reports 
from the height of the recession makes for extraordinary 
reading, in terms of where the job cuts have fallen. The 
Guardian reported figures for 2009 suggesting that, 
since 2005, some 5,000 women in the UK had left televi-
sion. The number of men was just 750.56

  The ‘belt-tightening’ of state spending and public 
services has also dealt a disproportionate blow to 
women. A review found that by the end of 2014—when 
the bulk of the cuts had been implemented—85% of the 
burden from changes in the UK’s tax and benefits system 
had fallen on women.57 Danny Dorling’s A Better Politics 
attributes much of the rise in women’s mortality since 
2008—faster than men’s—to the Conservative/Liberal 
Democrat coalition government’s cuts to social services 
in 2010–15.58 Women tend to live longer and, unlike 
men, don’t usually marry younger partners. As a result, 
elderly women often live on their own. They are also 
generally poorer, because they have generally done 
lower-paid jobs and therefore receive a smaller pension. 
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Thus they are more reliant than retired men on state 
provisions of social care. Worryingly, evidence from 
Scotland shows that women from a disadvantaged area 
have more years in bad health at the end of their lives 
than men, for example—the difference between advan-
taged and disadvantaged areas being 9.2 years for men, 
but 13.3 years for women.
  Austerity in the UK also involved very substantial job 
cuts in the civil service and the wider public sector. 
Women have traditionally been over-represented in 
public-sector jobs, and some half a million of those jobs 
were lost. An extra 2 million jobs have been created in 
the private sector since the crash, many of them taken up 
by women, but these have often been lower-skilled and 
lower-paid service jobs, or self-employment, often on 
zero-hours contracts. The so-called ‘gig economy’ has 
brought about a more uncertain wage packet for all who 
work in it.
  This is not replacing like for like, as many of these new 
jobs are far less secure and worse-paid. Public-sector jobs 
tend on average to be higher-paid, because the average 
level of qualifications is higher, and the pensions benefits 
are considerably higher. For women—and for many 
men—one of the advantages of the public sector is that 
it tends to have a more flexible attitude to working prac-
tices, which particularly suits the domestic and caring 
responsibilities that largely fall to women. The civil ser-
vice, for example, operates a system of diversity target-
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ing—even if it doesn’t call it that—which allows greater 
flexibility, job-sharing at all levels, and fairer promotion 
processes. With the loss of public-sector opportunities, 
women have been forced to take flexibility at work 
where they can get it—often below their skills level, and 
without proper guarantees of holiday, pensions, income 
or even hours. Where will that leave them when even 
these lower-level routine jobs disappear?
  And they are disappearing. The unstoppable rise of 
tech companies and online shopping, especially 
Amazon, is causing a huge decline in high-street viability 
and so in retail jobs, which has historically been a sector 
overwhelmingly occupied by women, and to which 
many new women migrated in the 2010s as public-sec-
tor cuts began to bite. Unfortunately, the timing for this 
move was not good, with savage cost-cutting among 
even large retail chains and the substitution of self-
checkout machines for people on counters. More gener-
ally, any role that involves performing the same task 
repeatedly, whether it’s taking blood pressure or cleaning 
a floor, is obviously vulnerable to automation.
  We cannot afford to be complacent. Now, more than 
ever, is the time to start taking seriously the solutions 
proposed here, because without them there will be no 
change. Already the impact of current trends on inequal-
ity is shocking, despite the fact that, across the world, 
both absolute and relative poverty levels are declining. 
Our capitalist system tends to move women to inferior 
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positions within the economy, and the inequality this 
creates has been worsened by the post-2008 financial 
crisis and austerity regimes implemented to deal with it. 
If anything, we can expect women’s inequality to be 
exacerbated even further in this century, by continuing 
globalisation, continuing growth of precarious work, 
and continuing technological change. As Douglas 
McWilliams argues in The Inequality Paradox, the com-
ing wave of technological development known as the 
fourth industrial revolution presents even more chal-
lenges, particularly for the lower-skilled jobs that many 
women find themselves working today.59 This is a crisis 
waiting to happen.
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CONCLUSIONS

The only conclusion one can reach after looking at the 
place of women in our economies is that economic dis-
empowerment remains the name of the game. Contem
porary feminism may demand equality of status in all 
aspects of life, but it must focus on economic empower-
ment. Until that is achieved, it will be impossible for 
decision-makers—and a good proportion of them will 
need to be women—to change the ‘capitalist’ norms that 
currently prevent the market from working efficiently. 
Only then, when women are men’s economic equals, will 
we have social justice.
  What’s more, the evidence clearly shows that only 
then will we have optimal economic efficiency and 
growth. Women’s empowerment is critical to our abil-
ity to use our resources in the best possible manner. 
But, as with other historic injustices, overcoming women’s 
economic inequality needs government intervention, 
for a simple reason. The current state of women at 
work—their lower pay and status in the labour market, 
the barriers to them participating in that market at 
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all—represents a profound and quantifiable market 
failure, resulting from a capitalist system that cannot 
correct it when left to its own devices. And the emerg-
ing wave of new technology and artificial intelligence 
is likely to make things worse.
  There are lots of scholarly books on capitalism, but as 
I was researching the vast array of articles on the sub-
ject, I came across one written not by an academic, but 
by a practitioner—someone who invests his money 
globally and has done well out of the system. He is the 
American billionaire Ray Dalio, founder of Bridgewater 
Associates, one of the world’s biggest hedge funds. It 
may be that Dalio’s very success encouraged him to look 
more closely at how capitalism works, and specifically 
to look at the statistics on how capitalism plays out in 
the US.  Though the data is well documented, like many 
observers before him he was horrified by the poverty 
trap of single parents and their children, and also by the 
longer-term impact and costs of poor educational 
attainment, for both individuals and society as a whole. 
He could have been talking about women—in fact, he 
probably was, but hadn’t quite realised it. Anyway, his 
paper, posted on LinkedIn, was about ‘Why and how 
capitalism needs to be reformed’. We probably all agree, 
post-2008, that reform is needed. But I loved the sim-
plicity and straightforwardness of his conclusion: ‘The 
problem is that capitalists typically don’t know how to 
divide the pie well, and socialists typically don’t know 
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how to grow it well.’1 The answer is going to have to be 
a better version of the current, inadequate compromise 
between a centrally dictated economy and completely 
unregulated free markets.
  Of course, attitudes change only slowly, and in many 
cases the transition requires long-term thinking which 
may not be forthcoming from businesses in a liberal-
market economy driven by short-term profit. But chang-
ing attitudes doesn’t seem to be the problem. Young 
women appear much more confident than my genera-
tion was at the same age—they are more aware of gender 
inequality and more empowered to speak up about it. 
Some organisations, stung by their public shaming and 
workforce anger following revelations about pay gaps, 
have been quick to announce measures to rectify the 
situation.2 They have also been pushed to act by the way 
the younger generation is beginning to examine more 
closely firms’ corporate social responsibility commit-
ments.3 According to the UK’s Equality and Human 
Rights Commission, as of 2018 many prospective 
employees, and as many as two thirds of women appli-
cants, are investigating an organisation’s pay gap before 
applying for a job.4 I have spoken with many young pro-
fessionals who are not shy in coming up with their sto-
ries of frustration.
  Yet they still have those stories to share—as soon as 
young women enter the labour market, the obstacles 
start to pile on. The evidence across the world remains 
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bleak. For all that the cultural and social feminist move-
ment has done to change what is or isn’t considered 
acceptable treatment of women, they are still given an 
inferior place in our economies. And no wonder, when 
this is the case, that unconscious bias perpetuates the 
cycle of disempowerment.
  Even if organisations feel spurred to instigate real 
change through improvements to promotion practices, 
and even if they are able to reduce or overcome their 
unconscious bias, this will take a very long time on the 
current trajectory, given that much of the pay gap is in 
fact a seniority gap between men and women. It will be 
difficult simply to find enough senior and trained 
women to fill the top posts instantly. This is why, as we 
saw in Part 1, results of greater transparency through 
published pay gaps haven’t, in the first couple of years, 
been encouraging. If anything, it looks in 2019 as if the 
gap may have widened in the UK, with a median gap 
across 10,428 reporting employers of 11.9%, compared 
with 11.8% in 2018. There were still no sectors that 
reported paying women and men equally.5 For the 
change to happen ‘naturally’ will simply be too slow to 
make any discernible difference for the younger genera-
tions entering work. We need a way to speed up progress, 
or the girls among them will see their aspirations dashed.
  There is no evidence that women are any less produc-
tive than men doing similar jobs, or less effective in 
navigating politics; nor that they have fewer leadership 
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qualities, or are less ambitious. They are not left poorer, 
in less senior positions and unable to fully utilise their 
skills—even when they are equally or better educated—
because it makes long-term economic or business sense. 
We have seen throughout this book that the entrenched 
cycles of women’s inequality are painful for individual 
women and their households, a block on national effi-
ciency, and a threat to social harmony. None of this is 
good for GDP or for the externalities that GDP can’t 
measure. We’ve also seen that women are unnaturally 
concentrated in certain sectors, and kept out of deci-
sion-making and creative roles, even in higher-skilled 
areas where they dominate the overall workforce, such 
as teaching or the arts. If women aren’t given equal 
access to all sectors and to leadership, they will be most 
vulnerable to the coming AI and automation revolu-
tions, as their jobs will be threatened with extinction.
  But there is something standing in the way of society 
responding to these problems: the short-termism of 
free-market capitalism, which simply can’t prioritise 
these concerns without intervention. It’s worth us recap-
ping just how this vicious cycle works against women.

* * *
There is lack of sufficient flexibility in the workplace to 
accommodate women’s needs. Serious effort has gone 
into understanding the impact of flexible working on the 
economy in general, and research from the UK’s HR 
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professional body, the Chartered Institute of Personnel 
Development, has shown clear benefits to productivity, 
through better staff engagement and performance. New 
technology has helped, facilitating remote working, but 
it has also led to new business structures and models 
facilitated by digital platforms and apps. This has given 
rise to what is known as the ‘gig economy’, characterised 
by low pay, lack of rights and support, and high insecu-
rity. Similarly, while UK law now allows any worker of 
26 weeks’ employment to request flexible working, such 
requests are often refused—many firms cite ‘business 
reasons’. This inflexible work culture, seen across the 
globalised and permanently connected world, is a gen-
dered problem, because the burden of domestic and car-
ing work falls overwhelmingly on women. This is a 
market failure, because it results in suboptimal alloca-
tion of resources (not all women would best serve the 
economy at home).

This lack of flexibility leads to a large percentage of 
women doing part-time work. This trend is particularly 
pronounced in the UK, where 41% of women work 
part-time, versus 13% of men. This is clearly linked to 
childcare considerations: the academic literature, evalu-
ating policy impacts worldwide, has found overwhelm-
ing evidence that lack of free or heavily subsidised 
preschool education or childcare has a strong negative 
impact on women’s ability to work, with extensively 
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documented negative effects on the individual, the 
household and the national economy. Of course, this is 
a market failure, because children are the future work-
force—well-cared-for and well-educated children are a 
clear economic asset, and so childcare should be highly 
valued, whether that means compensating mothers for 
this work ‘outside the labour force’ or the state paying 
for somebody else to do it. Men’s average hourly wage 
doing part-time work is actually lower than women’s, 
because of the higher calibre of women who go part-
time due to childcare considerations, but the pensions 
gap is exacerbated by women working fewer hours over-
all, increasing the likelihood that women will end their 
lives in poverty.

Women being forced into part-time work also contrib-
utes to the pay gap. Going part-time will harm your 
chance of promotion and career progression. This is 
partly a real loss of experience, skills, training, network-
ing and time to move up, but it is also due to perceptions 
among management, because our inflexible work culture 
values presenteeism. The domestic and caring burden of 
women makes it difficult for them to overcome the 
information asymmetries that this culture perpetuates: 
the high importance of networking in a cut-throat capi-
talist economy, if you want to gain knowledge about job 
opportunities and insider culture. The lack of senior 
women adds to the information asymmetry between 
men and women, as we end up with fewer role models 
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and senior advisors, and this problem starts in school. 
Girls are not told clearly what it is in their best interest 
to study, let alone properly prepared for the gendered 
obstacles they will face, or encouraged to network. 
Again this is a market failure, because it leads to ‘imper-
fect market competition’; if some are held back from 
competing, then the best will not win.

All of the above difficulties result in a concentration 
of women in low-paid sectors, and lower down in the 
internal hierarchy. These lower-status jobs are often 
easier to fit around domestic work, and when women 
are having trouble getting into more highly skilled or 
higher-paid jobs, they will have no choice but to take 
the work they can get. Not only does this affect the 
growth of the economy overall, but also has serious con-
sequences for women’s lifetime earnings. Segregation 
into low-paid or low-valued sectors reduces women’s 
ability to achieve economic equality with men, and 
makes women more economically vulnerable. Women 
end up with no effective voice in society, and are unable 
to explain the public value of these services, for which 
they should be properly remunerated. This is a double 
market failure: it reduces the competitive forces that 
men would otherwise face across the economy (and 
market capitalism dictates that competition is needed 
to bring out the best), and the market does not allow 
for proper valuation of certain assets that women often 
bring to the market.
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Lack of women in senior positions, and in certain sec-
tors, creates ‘bounded rationality’. Economists define 
bounded rationality as the idea that individuals are lim-
ited in their ability to make rational decisions by the 
information available to them, and the cognitive limita-
tions of their minds. In other words, another source of 
market failure. One excellent example is the lack of 
awareness and understanding of the benefits that women 
would bring to the workforce in general, and to leader-
ship of an organisation in particular. The IMF has 
argued that what is often missing is an understanding 
that women bring complementary skills—particular 
skills rather than simply equivalent skills—that would 
disproportionately raise productivity and economic wel-
fare if put to proper use. These include greater considera-
tion for the big, long-term picture and a more cautious 
approach to decision-making. We’ve also seen plenty of 
evidence in this book that diversity is good for innova-
tion, productivity and growth, but this evidence is insuf-
ficiently disseminated and recognised. The US-born and 
-educated Ann Francke, Chief Executive of the UK’s 
Chartered Management Institute and champion of 
diversity, declared in an interview with The Sunday 
Times: ‘Look at the business case for gender balance. If 
you miss that, you will miss talent.’

Bounded rationality also creates the phenomenon of 
bias. If people can only make rational decisions within 
the limits of their knowledge, then it is harder for them 
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to conclude a woman should be the chief executive of an 
engineering firm, if they don’t know any women who 
are. The patterns of domestic responsibilities, part-time 
work, job segregation and difficulty of progression rein-
force gender stereotypes, which leads in turn to both 
overt and unconscious bias, perpetuating those patterns. 
More men in senior roles means more men and fewer 
women being hired, even though the literature strongly 
suggests that hiring after your own image leads to sub-
optimal outcomes for your own organisation and for the 
economy as a whole. We can see pay gaps and seniority 
gaps even with all other things—such as social class or 
education levels—being equal, and often there is simply 
nothing to explain this but unconscious bias. Bounded 
rationality is evident here, in spades, and the market is 
failing to allocate its resources efficiently.

The same bias even disadvantages women who try to 
start businesses of their own. A global mix of covert 
and overt discrimination means that there isn’t enough 
funding for women entrepreneurs, despite the fact that 
entrepreneurship is a major driver of productivity and 
innovation, and hence competitiveness in the economy. 
Women are less likely to get funding for their ideas, and 
gender expectations worsen the situation by inhibiting 
them from demanding what they deserve. Interviews 
with successful women throughout this book have 
shown widespread experience of ‘impostor syndrome’—
a fear that they don’t really deserve or belong in the sen-
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ior role they have reached. That suggests a continued 
lack of confidence and fear of failure to which they may 
have been conditioned, and it affects women trying to 
raise capital just as it affects women who deserve, but 
perhaps won’t ask for, a pay rise.

Free-market capitalism is inherently short-termist, 
which prevents these issues from being measured, 
understood and confronted. Ironically, women might 
have the most to contribute in business, politics and 
economics or finance, since they’re known to be more 
long-termist in their thinking, but their under-repre-
sentation in decision-making roles makes this unlikely. 
The market is simply unable to sort out market failures 
by itself, as this requires a long-term commitment in 
capital and social policy, amounting in this case to a re-
evaluation of the value of work and of women’s contri-
butions. In short, capitalism does not and cannot 
empower women.

So what next?

Women do not face a level playing field when it comes 
to paid work, and their work outside the market is not 
rewarded. Capitalism may be considered to be better 
than socialism at growing the pie, but in not knowing 
how to divide the pie more equably, it is also constrain-
ing the growth that can be achieved. The result is that we 
all, men and women, end up with a smaller pie than we 
could have had. So what can be done about this?
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  Firstly, across the world, there are countless statutory 
and societal or cultural restrictions on women’s labour 
market participation, limiting their employment in cer-
tain sectors, their hours, their ability to complete educa-
tion and receive qualifications, or their financial 
independence. In countries—most obviously, but not 
exclusively, developing economies—where there are 
legal or social restrictions on women’s work, these barri-
ers must be removed. Research signposted by the World 
Bank shows a negative correlation between inaccessibil-
ity of certain jobs and women’s labour participation.6 
Even at the simplest level, removing small but common 
inhibitions, such as night-time restrictions on women’s 
hours, increases their chances of moving to a top man-
agement position.7 Delaying early marriage adds hugely 
to the human-capital and growth potential of an econ-
omy, as we can see in the history of the West. So does the 
presence of statutory women’s rights, including property 
rights, the right to be the head of a household, and equal 
access to education. The research finds that, not only 
does this add to the availability of human capital, but it 
closes the wage gap, creates intergenerational educa-
tional advantages, and leads to a dynamic improvement 
in household incomes and GDP.
  Secondly, Western governments that have already 
passed plenty of such legislation still need to intervene, to 
increase women’s representation in leading roles across all 
sectors, and not just those where male numbers dominate. 
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The state is needed to fight the short-termism that the 
markets instinctively reach for by combatting unconscious 
bias. If the market won’t acknowledge the long-term 
necessity of women’s equality, then we need to make the 
issue an urgent problem for profits and growth. We need 
not just monitoring of the inequalities that exist, but pen-
alties for not improving on them; organisations should be 
forced to publish plans on how they intend to deal with 
the issue, and over what period, so that failure to achieve 
these aims can be held to account. Voluntary targets are 
much less effective than quotas that bind.
  On top of this regulation, what is also required is a 
better structure of support for women to succeed. The 
state should do its best to counter the information asym-
metries getting in their way, starting with early careers 
advice making clear the possibility and advantages of 
study and career options. Women should be kept from 
falling behind due to motherhood or other caring 
responsibilities: governments should enforce non-trans-
ferable paternity leave, provide heavily subsidised child-
care support, and oversee greater flexibility in the 
workplace. Both men and women would be helped to 
remain in an organisation by practices such as continuing 
to offer training during leave, granting properly remuner-
ated flexible working after the leave is over, and enabling 
and encouraging job shares at senior levels. And, for 
those doing unpaid work, there should be a minimum 
pay per hour, above the minimum wage, to compensate 
women for this contribution to the economy.



WOMEN VS CAPITALISM

284

  It’s true that governments have noted women’s limited 
access to leadership, and have tended to intervene in the 
labour market mainly to legislate against discrimination. 
But, on the whole, these interventions have been rather 
meek, and insufficiently implemented and enforced. As 
a result, improvements in women’s empowerment have 
happened too slowly in most countries. Conscious and 
unconscious bias against women in the workplace is too 
deeply engrained across most societies—Western, 
Eastern, Asian, African. We need radical, decisive and 
fully committed action for a long-term change, for the 
benefit of all.

* * *
The theoretical market economics case for tackling 
women’s inequality in the labour market is clear. So is 
the business case for having more women in senior 
decision-making positions, as research has shown again 
and again.8 The public sector is ahead, but most of the 
private sector is still lagging behind. Financial-sector 
firms, the worst culprits, are making an effort but are 
mostly just talking the talk. Although much has been 
said about the positive impact of diversity, there is still a 
lack of understanding of gender inequality’s implications 
for an organisation’s long-term sustainability, and the 
economy’s. This is because the market’s pricing mecha-
nisms simply can’t account for this unaided.
  This book has explored all sorts of different ways in 
which governments and businesses have tried to address 
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women’s economic inequality. Some have been volun-
tary, others more prescriptive, and an insufficient num-
ber have been truly effective and enforceable. Overall, it 
has been legal interventions with real consequences for 
non-compliance that have had the greatest result. But 
even those have only moved things slightly forwards. 
Overall, there has been no system change: a man will 
still get hired to replace another one, as it is the easy, 
lazy, seemingly least risky solution. Money will be lent to 
a man’s start up, as he will more easily tick the various 
boxes. And half the population is still suffering from 
lower incomes, poorer prospects and a greater vulnera-
bility to leading a life of poverty, while the nations in 
which they live also suffer as a result.
  Without a serious, big-picture intervention from gov-
ernments, the market failures we’ve spoken about will 
continue to exist—in fact, they may get bigger, if the 
challenges of the twenty-first century play out as we sus-
pect. It is time to take on the assumption that capitalism 
will clear all, and the ‘invisible hand’ of markets will 
solve our problems for us at anything more than a sub-
optimal level. It is time for us to call this gender inequal-
ity what it is—a market failure—and to redress it. It is 
time for governments and the private sector to partner 
in such a way as to turn this into a ‘win-win’ for all. The 
question is no longer: ‘Can we afford to fix this?’ It is: 
‘Can we afford not to fix this?’ There is no way to justify 
failure to act here—capitalism simply won’t save us.





APPENDIX

This Appendix contains a few more ‘big picture’ illustra-
tions that can help us understand the nature and scale of 
the problem we are facing with women’s economic ine-
quality, and why all countries have an interest in fixing it. 
I am of course an economist, and we have a particular 
weakness for charts.
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Source: OECD (2019), Gender wage gap (indicator). doi: 10.1787/7cee77aa-en (Accessed on 26 
July 2019).

Fig. 1: The percentage median gender pay gap of different developed nations as of 2018, showing 
the G7 countries spread across the range.
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Source: J.D. Ostry, J. Alvarez, R. Espinoza, and C. Papageorgiou, ‘Economic Gains from Gender 
Inclusion: New Mechanisms, New Evidence’, IMF staff discussion note 18/06, October 2018.

Fig. 2: GDP gains from closing the gap between men’s and women’s participation in the workforce.
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Fig. 3: Welfare and GDP gains to be made from eliminating the barriers to women’s labour force 
participation (FLFP). The Middle East and North Africa is the region with the most to gain, due 
to its currently high FLFP barrier.

Notes: FLFP = female labour force participation. LFP = least fixed point. ES = elasticity of 
substitution.
Source: J.D.  Ostry, J.  Alvarez, R.  Espinoza, and C.  Papageorgiou, ‘Economic Gains from Gender 
Inclusion: New Mechanisms, New Evidence’, IMF staff discussion note 18/06, October 2018.
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median, if there is gender diversity on the executive team. This shows that having women as well as 
men in leadership is strongly correlated with profitability and value creation.

Notes: Results are statistically significant at p-value <0.05. Measuring EBIT = average earnings 
before interest and tax.
Source: Vivian Hunt et al., ‘Delivering Through Diversity’, McKinsey & Company, January 2018.

55 45 23 18
27%

Economic-pro�t margin

21%

Top Bottom Top Bottom



A
PPEN

D
IX

		


293

Fig. 5: Overall, European women’s representation on boards has been improving in the twenty-first 
century.

Note: women as a percentage of board membership for large, listed firms.
Source: European Institute for Gender Equality/The Economist, ‘Ten years on from Norway’s quota 
for women on corporate boards’, 17  February 2018.
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294 Fig. 6: Women’s employment rate in OECD nations, comparing all women with mothers of very 
young and young children. In most countries, including the ones shown here, the employment rate 
for mothers is well below that of childless women.

Note: The data for Norway is derived from administrative registries of population, demographics, 
and income/tax.
Source: Sarah Cattan, ‘Can universal preschool increase the labor supply of mothers?’, IZA World 
of Labor 2016:312, November 2016; calculations based on data from the OECD Family Database 
(LMF1.2 Maternal employment).
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Fig. 7: Women’s labour force participation in major OECD countries, from 1985 to 2015, showing 
that fewer US women are working today than in the mid-1990s.

Source: OECD/Equitable Growth.
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296 Fig. 8: Generosity of maternity pay in different OECD nations in 2016, measuring total number 
of weeks on full pay. The UK and US are significantly less generous than their G7 partners, though 
former socialist states and Nordic countries dominate the higher rates of leave.

Source: OECD Family Database/OECD Social Policy Division—Directorate of Employment, 
Labour and Social Affairs, updated 26  October 2017.
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Fig. 9: Public spending, per child born, on all parental leave (both maternity and overall parental 
leave), in US dollars, across different OECD nations. Again, the UK spends significantly under the 
OECD average. The US is not shown as it offers no statutory maternity pay.

Source: OECD Family Database/OECD Social Policy Division—Directorate of Employment, 
Labour and Social Affairs/OECD Social Expenditure Database/OECD Health Statistics, 2013.
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