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Scotland’s gender pay gap; latest data and insights 

Neil Hamilton and Kenny Richmond, Scottish Enterprise1 

Abstract 

Women working full-time in Scotland earn less on average than men. Scotland’s gender pay gap 

at 6.2% in 2016 is smaller than the UK average and is generally declining. However, key sectors 

and occupations continue to post substantial pay gaps.  Occupational segregation, across 

sectors, is a major factor in explaining Scotland’s gender pay gap, but the underlying causes are 

the career disruptions of female workers plus some combination of other harder to measure 

factors such as discrimination and gender bias.  The potential economic benefits from closing 

Scotland’s gender pay gap are substantial; a more engaged, inclusive and productive workforce, 

an increase in consumer spending and an easing of skills shortages.  

1. Introduction 

Everyone has a right to participate in, and benefit from, economic opportunities equally. Gender 

pay differences are a measure of how well an economy is succeeding at delivering inclusive 

growth to its citizens. Inclusion is an important driver of economic performance, and a range of 

evidence highlights that economies that are more inclusive are more productive and grow faster2. 

Like nearly all other developed economies, Scotland has a gender pay gap with women who 

work full-time earning on average less than men.  This is despite UK legislation (the Equalities 

Act 2010) that gives women (and men) a right to equal pay for equal work3. Although Scotland’s 

gender pay gap is below the UK average and is generally declining, there are some sectors and 

occupations where the pay gap is substantial and rising, negatively affecting productive potential. 

This paper reviews the latest data and evidence on Scotland’s gender pay gap and considers its 

underlying causes. It then explores the potential economic benefits of reducing the gender pay 

gap, and considers appropriate policy responses.  

There are many different ways to measure and present the pay gap4. In this analysis, we mirror 

the approach of the Scottish Government and use the full-time employment median pay gap 

                                                            
1 Scottish Enterprise is Scotland's main economic development agency. 
2 See for example The Productivity-Inclusiveness Nexus, OECD 2016 and Redistribution, Inequality and Growth IMF Staff 
Discussion Note, IMF 2014 
3 Equalities Act 2010. The provisions of the Equality Act relating to equal pay set out that an individual can claim equal pay when 
she or he, when compared with a comparator of the opposite sex, is employed in: 

 Like work:  work that is the same or broadly similar, regardless of whether the job title is the same. 

 Work rated as equivalent:  work that has been rated as equivalent under a job evaluation scheme. 

 Work of equal value:  work that requires the same levels of effort, skill, knowledge and responsibility. 
4 For a full discussion on the complexities of measuring and reporting on Scotland’s pay gap see Close the Gap Working Paper 
17: Gender Pay Gap Statistics 

https://www.scottish-enterprise.com/
https://www.oecd.org/global-forum-productivity/library/The-Productivity-Inclusiveness-Nexus-Preliminary.pdf
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2014/sdn1402.pdf
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2014/sdn1402.pdf
https://www.closethegap.org.uk/content/gap-law-2010/
https://www.closethegap.org.uk/content/resources/Briefing17.pdf
https://www.closethegap.org.uk/content/resources/Briefing17.pdf
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measure, which allows a direct comparison of earnings between women and men working full-

time only and removes the effect of differences in working patterns5.  

2. Why Scotland’s gender pay gap matters 

Traditionally, gender pay differences have been considered primarily as an issue of equality. This 

has fundamentally shifted over the past few years and there is now a growing policy recognition 

that pay parity is not simply an issue of fairness but also one of economic efficiency. Gender pay 

differences represent the untapped potential of women’s talents and skills. The gender pay gap 

represents a productivity as well as fairness gap, and there are real economic gains to be made 

from closing it6. 

Scotland’s Economic Strategy (SES) recognises that maximising economic opportunities for 

women to participate fully in the economy is key to improving economic performance and tackling 

inequality. SES highlights that supporting women to overcome the barriers and structural 

challenges they face in the labour market is good for women and families, good for business and 

good for the Scottish economy7. The full-time employment gender pay gap is a National 

Performance Framework indicator monitored by the Scottish Government8. 

3. Latest data and trends 

The Office of National Statistics (ONS) calculates the gender pay gap as the difference between 

the median full-time hourly earnings (excluding overtime) of men and women as a proportion of 

the median full-time hourly earnings of men. A positive pay gap indicates that men are earning 

more than women; a negative pay gap means that women are earning more than men. 

In 2016, Scotland’s pay gap was 6.2 percent. Men working full-time earned an average of £13.85 

per hour compared to an average of £13.00 for women.  

Over the past two decades, Scotland’s pay gap has fallen from a high of 19.1 percent in 1998 to 

6.2 percent.  The narrowing gap is mainly due to female wages rising faster than that of males. 

This has been driven by the longer term trend of women‘s educational qualifications 

increasing more quickly than men’s (higher qualification levels are associated with higher pay), 

and recent rises to the minimum wage that have disproportionately benefited women9.  

                                                            
5 However, we recognise that a focus on full-time earnings excludes a large proportion of women in the workforce. Though women 
represent 52 percent of the Scottish workforce, only 57 percent of female workers are in full-time employment. Excluding almost 
half the women in the labour market from these pay gap calculations ignores the many challenges and constraints faced by 
women who work part-time. 
6 The UK Commission for Employment & Skills points to research estimating the under-utilisation of women’s skills costs the UK 
economy between 1.3 percent and 2 percent of GDP every year 
7 Scotland’s Economic Strategy, Scottish Government, 2015 
8 Scotland Performs, Scottish Government 
9 Sectors with the most ‘minimum wage jobs’ are hospitality, social care, cleaning and employment agencies, and these have 
high proportions of female workers. 

http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Women%20and%20Equalities/Gender%20Pay%20Gap/written/25593.html
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Economy/EconomicStrategy
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/indicator/paygap
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Figure 1: Gender pay gap (%), Scotland, 1997-2016 

 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 

 

Figure 2: Gender pay gap, by UK nation, 2011-2016 

 

 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 
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Scotland’s gender pay gap is smaller than the UK average, and smaller than any other UK nation 

except Northern Ireland10. However, as of 2014, the UK had the 11th highest gender pay gap of 

33 OECD countries, so Scotland’s gap is also likely to be above the OECD average11. 

4. Causes of Scotland’s gender pay gap 

There are a range of causes of the gender pay gap. Discrimination, unconscious gender bias 

(assumptions about women’s skills and preferences), the undervaluing of female-dominated work 

and stereotyping may all be factors, although there are no specific Scottish data or research on 

these12. 

Two potential causes of Scotland’s gender pay gap where data is available are presented below. 

i. Career disruptions of female workers 

A common reason for gender pay gaps worldwide is the disproportionate career disruptions that 

many female workers bear in order to take on caring responsibilities, most often raising children 

and increasingly looking after elderly parents / family members. This is often because women are 

stereotypically believed to be better at caring-type work. 

In Scotland, a widening pay gap in older age groups lends support to this. Figure 3 shows that in 

Scotland the pay gap was close to zero for the 25 to 34 age group in 2016, but widened for older 

age groups (the pay gap for the 16 to 24 year olds, which covers a period of education, has 

historically proven difficult to measure and understand13).   

The wider pay gap in latter-career age groups is largely consistent with women leaving the labour 

market temporarily and then re-entering at a lower salary than had they remained working, or 

indeed at a lower salary than men who continued working14. That is, spending time out of the 

workforce to care for their families is resulting in women missing out on pay progression. Similar 

trends can be seen across the world15. The pay gap is largest for women in the oldest age group, 

and this is likely to be in part due to the ‘glass ceiling’ effect that sees fewer women reaching 

senior management positions16. 

                                                            
10 Northern Ireland is an interesting case where female average wages are actually higher than male average wages. Two 
possible reasons are the greater proportion of women who work in the public sector, which carries a significant wage premium 
compared to the private sector in Northern Ireland, and a lower overall female employment rate. 
11 It is not possible to directly compare Scotland’s pay gap with OECD statistics due to different definitions used and data 
availability. 
12 For an overview of causes at the UK level, see for example The Gender Pay Gap: Facts, Causes and Solutions, Fawcett 
Society 2016, and The Women and Equalities Committee, UK Parliament, 2016. 
13 However, UNESCO data indicates UK women stay in education an average of 0.9 years longer than men, so it may also be 
the case they do not enter the labour market until later. 
14 Women leaving the labor market is often a by-product of inflexible working practices that make it difficult to combine employment 
and caring responsibilities   
15 See for example EU data 
16 Gender Pay Gap report, Written evidence submitted by The Chartered Management Institute (CMI), UK Parliament, 2016. 

http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?QueryId=64160
http://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Gender-Pay-Gap-Briefing-2016.pdf
https://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmwomeq/584/58401.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Unadjusted_GPG_by_age_(%25),_2015-T1.png
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Women%20and%20Equalities/Gender%20Pay%20Gap/written/25660.html
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Figure 3: Gender pay gap, by age cohort, Scotland, 2016 

 

 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 
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There is evidence that Scotland’s overall pay gap is also linked to the occupational composition 

of the country’s workforce, with full-time female workers disproportionately concentrated in lower 

paying occupations.  

Figure 4 shows the distribution of men and women across Scotland’s full-time workforce. Women 

are over-represented in lower paid occupational groups such as caring and customer service 

occupations17.  

Although women are also well-represented in higher paid groups, this is predominantly because 

they hold more than two-thirds of all jobs considered ‘professional’ in the education and 

healthcare sectors. This masks significant under-representation in other higher paying 

occupational groups, particularly managerial roles (where men hold 66 percent of all positions).  

Evidence of the dominance of one gender in certain jobs and occupations (often reflecting 

stereotypes about the skills and attributes associated with that gender18) along with men being 

more likely than women to be found in management, points to two distinct layers of occupational 

segregation in Scotland – horizontal (where men and women are clustered in different kinds of 

                                                            
17 See Appendix A for full clarification of the wage tiers used. 
18 For example, men in skilled trades and women in caring occupations  
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roles), and vertical (where men and women cluster at different levels of seniority in the same 

kind of role)19. 

 Figure 4: Gender occupational distribution, by high, medium and low wage occupations (% of 

male and female full-time employment), Scotland, 2016 

 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 

Gender pay gaps exist in all occupational groups in Scotland, illustrated in Figure 5 (and in more 

detail in Appendix B). The pay gaps are most pronounced in the skilled trades and in 

management occupations (gaps of 29.3 percent and 19.8 percent, respectively). Gender pay 

gaps persist even though women have a higher educational profile than men. 

A key individual contributor to the overall pay gap is professional occupations, which have a 

relatively small pay gap of 5.3 percent, a high proportion of employees who are women (49.9 

percent) and a large share of the total workforce (24.8 percent). Associate professional 

occupations, which represent a lower skill level than professional occupations, also stand out as 

a large occupational group with a relatively large pay gap. 

Although imperfect, there does appear to be a relationship between the gender parity of an 

occupational group and the extent of the gender pay gap in that group. That is, the more gender 

balanced an occupational group, the lower is its pay gap20.  

                                                            
19 Of the two, vertical segregation is the more difficult to measure because it refers to hierarchies within individual occupations. 
20 Male-dominated industries are generally less likely to have pay transparency, undertake equal pay reviews, and have good 
equalities practice.  
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Figure 5: Gender pay gap, by occupation and scale of occupation, Scotland, 2016 

 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 
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Figure 6: Gender pay gap, by occupation and percentage point change (ranked by 2016 pay 

gap), Scotland, 2011-2016 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 

Figure 7: Gender pay gap, by industry (ranked by 2016 pay gap), Scotland 

 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 
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Evidence suggests that industry pay gaps are largely due to each industry’s occupational make-

up21. Within most industries, women tend to be in the lower paid occupations. For example, in 

financial services women account for 76 percent of lower paid administrative and secretarial 

occupations and 56 percent of sales and customer services occupations (both lower paid), and 

less than 40 percent of managerial and professional occupations (both higher paid).   

In summary, the evidence suggests that: 

 the causes of pay gaps within occupations are likely to be due to the career disruptions of 

female workers plus some combination of other harder to measure factors such as 

discrimination and gender bias; 

 it is a combination of women tending to be in lower paid occupations within each industry, 

plus women getting paid less than men within each occupation, that drives industry pay 

gaps;  

 to address Scotland’s gender pay gap two things need to happen.  One, more women 

need to have the opportunity to be employed in higher paid occupations across all 

industries and, two,  pay gaps within individual occupations need to be addressed.  

5. Potential economic benefits of reducing Scotland’s gender pay gap 

Though often viewed as an issue of equality or fairness, the reduction or even elimination of 

Scotland’s gender pay gap would deliver significant benefits to the Scottish economy. These 

potential economic benefits can be considered in three key areas. 

i. Increased consumer spending 

At a very simple level, reducing or eliminating the gender pay gap by raising women’s pay to that 

of men would generate additional spending in the Scottish economy22. Fully closing the full-time 

gender pay gap in Scotland would increase total female earnings by an estimated £1.9 billion per 

year23, with women standing to gain up to £11,000 in earnings per year depending on the sector 

in which they work. 

 

                                                            
21 It is not currently possible to examine levels of full-time male and female occupational employment within industries in Annual 
Survey of Household Earnings (ASHE) data. However, the Annual Population Survey, while not allowing for the same delineation 
of working patterns or industry detail, does provide a good proxy and is shown in Appendix C.      
22 This assumes reducing the pay gap by increasing female incomes rather than decreasing male incomes 
23 Based on full-time female workers receiving an hourly raise in each industry to bring earnings in line with men, and assuming 
a 35-hour workweek. Note - this is a highly conservative figure that only takes into consideration women currently employed 
full-time, so excludes part-time workers’ pay gaps.  
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Figure 8: Potential increase in annual earnings, per woman from eliminating Scotland’s gender 

pay gap, 2016 

 

Source: Scottish Enterprise calculations; Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 
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density of skill-shortage vacancies in Scotland (skilled trades and machine operatives27) are also 

the two most male-dominated and have high gender pay gaps. There is also evidence that a 

majority of women with science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) qualifications 

in Scotland do not go on to work in STEM areas28. Closing the gender pay gap can help 

companies that employ these occupations access all skills in the workforce29. 

iii. Enhanced employee engagement & diversity 

Levels of employee engagement in the UK, and by implication Scotland, are relatively low 

compared to other countries. In a 2015 survey of 20 countries, the UK ranked only 12th in terms 

of employee engagement, below the global average30. 

There is strong evidence employees who believe that they are fairly paid are more engaged31. It 

follows, then, that closing Scotland’s gender pay gap could result in a more engaged workforce. 

Businesses with high employee engagement are more productive, more profitable, more 

innovative and have significantly lower employee turnover and absenteeism32.  

Reducing the pay gap may also improve gender diversity in some male-dominated sectors and 

companies, such as in manufacturing. There is a range of evidence that shows that a more 

gender balanced workforce is more innovative and productive33. 

6. Conclusions and policy implications   

This paper has highlighted both the extent and negative consequences of Scotland’s gender pay 

gap and that wage inequality is a barrier to economic and inclusive growth in Scotland. However, 

it also highlights the potential productivity and economic growth benefits of closing the gender 

pay gap, as well as equality benefits. 

The evidence highlights that Scotland’s overall pay gap is driven by a mix of the gender 

occupational make-up within sectors, and pay gaps within occupations caused by female career 

disruption and other harder to measure factors such as stereotyping and discrimination. The 

evidence also highlights that across many industries, women make up less than half of higher 

paying occupations.  

Scottish Enterprise (SE) has supported efforts to reduce Scotland’s gender pay gap. For 

example, SE is a long-standing advisory group member of Close the Gap, a charity focused on 

                                                            
27 Employer Skills Survey 2015, UKCES 
28 Tapping All Our Talents, The Royal Society of Edinburgh, 2012 
29 This assumes there are sufficient women in the labor market with the desired skills 
30 Global Perspectives 2015, ORC International 
31 World at Work, 2013 
32 Gallup, 2016 
33 See for example Women Matter, McKinsey and The Business Benefits of Gender Diversity, Gallup 2014 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukces-employer-skills-survey-2015-scotland-toolkit
https://www.rse.org.uk/cms/files/advice-papers/inquiry/women_in_stem/tapping_talents.pdf
http://engageforsuccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/ORC-Global-Perspectives-2015-worldwide-trends-in-employee-engagement.pdf
https://hr-vendor-directory.worldatwork.org/html/pub/PerceptionIsReality_Q4Journal.pdf
http://www.gallup.com/services/191489/q12-meta-analysis-report-2016.aspx
http://www.raeng.org.uk/publications/other/women-matter-oct-2007
http://www.gallup.com/businessjournal/166220/business-benefits-gender-diversity.aspx
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female participation in the Scottish labour market. In addition, SE extensively promotes the 

Scottish Business Pledge34, which helps to highlight the benefits of a balanced workforce, 

fairness and workforce engagement as well as adoption of the living wage. 

The evidence presented in this paper lends support to these initiatives, and also provides for the 

exploration of additional policies and approaches that would help minimise the impact of career 

disruption and support women returning to work. These may include improving access to 

affordable childcare, as well as stronger incentives to encourage adoption of shared parental 

leave. 

However, this paper also makes clear that the underlying causes of Scotland’s gender pay gap 

are such that an appropriate response must also involve industry.  

To address possible discrimination and gender bias, businesses can look to new UK gender pay 

reporting requirements35 as a potential incentive to ensure that all employees are paid fairly and 

developed equally. Promoting flexible working options is also a key opportunity for businesses to 

fully leverage the talent of its female employees, and this should be accompanied by a revised 

performance management framework that is free from gender bias and that focuses increasingly 

on results and outcomes and less on physical presence in the workplace.  

Initiatives such as SE’s workplace innovation and organisational development programmes 

support companies to grow in a way that also helps close the gender pay gap and improve 

equality. Recent sector productivity plans for Food & Drink and Tourism have both included 

equality components, and Scotland’s large finance sector (with the largest gender pay gap of any 

industry in Scotland and a sizable female workforce) may be an important area of future focus.  

However, by establishing Scotland’s gender pay gap as predominantly an occupational rather 

than simply a sectoral one, this paper also suggests that other approaches are necessary to 

tackling gender pay differences. The most impactful future interventions are likely to come from 

efforts to diversify and advance women’s role in all workplaces across all occupations. Improved 

access to data surrounding the occupational distribution of women within industries will help build 

an appropriate evidence base by which policy interventions can be both measured and 

developed.  

Corresponding Author 
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34 https://scottishbusinesspledge.scot/  
35 From 2017, UK businesses with 250 or more employees are required by law to report their pay gap 

mailto:Kenny.Richmond@scotent.co.uk
https://scottishbusinesspledge.scot/
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Appendix A: Occupational distribution by gender (% of male and female full-time employment), 

Scotland, 2016 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 
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Appendix B: Gender pay gap by detailed occupation, Scotland, 2016 

      Female % of Employees Gender 

Occupation Employment Employment Employment Who Are Pay 

(descending wage order) (000s) Share Share Female Gap 

Professional  393 24.8% 29.8% 49.9% 5.3% 

Science, research, engineering and 

technology  97 6.1% 2.9% 19.6% 11.0% 

Health  113 7.1% 12.3% 71.7% 17.2% 

Teaching and educational  93 5.9% 9.0% 63.4% 4.2% 

Business, media and public service 91 5.7% 5.6% 40.7% 2.2% 

Managers, directors & senior officials 181 11.4% 9.4% 34.3% 19.8% 

Corporate managers and directors 148 9.3% 7.0% 31.1% 19.7% 

Other managers and proprietors 34 2.1% 2.4% 47.1% 12.0% 

Associate professional & technical  265 16.7% 16.4% 40.8% 9.1% 

Science, engineering and technology  56 3.5% 1.8% 21.4% 6.6% 

Health and social care  26 1.6% 2.6% 65.4% 15.6% 

Protective service  42 2.7% 1.7% 26.2% -3.4% 

Culture, media and sports 11 0.7% 0.6% 36.4% 7.8% 

Business and public service  129 8.1% 9.6% 48.8% 12.2% 

Skilled trades  165 10.4% 1.5% 6.1% 29.3% 

Skilled agricultural  11 0.7% 0.2% 9.1% 8.9% 

Skilled metal, electrical and electronic  88 5.6% 0.2% 1.1% 7.9% 

Skilled construction and building 37 2.3% 0.0% 0.0% 21.4% 

Textiles, printing and other  28 1.8% 1.1% 25.0% 4.0% 

Administrative & secretarial  157 9.9% 16.6% 69.4% 9.1% 

Administrative  134 8.5% 13.5% 66.4% 7.3% 

Secretarial 23 1.5% 3.0% 87.0% 8.3% 

Process, plant & machine operatives 110 6.9% 1.7% 10.0% 15.7% 

Process, plant and machine operatives 50 3.2% 1.5% 20.0% 26.6% 

Transport and mobile machine drivers  60 3.8% 0.3% 3.3% -3.2% 

Caring, leisure & other service  109 6.9% 12.2% 73.4% 9.7% 

Caring personal service  85 5.4% 10.3% 80.0% 8.2% 

Leisure, travel and related personal 

service  24 1.5% 1.8% 50.0% 15.9% 

Sales & customer service  87 5.5% 7.1% 54.0% 6.3% 

Sales  51 3.2% 3.8% 49.0% 9.1% 

Customer service  37 2.3% 3.2% 56.8% 1.0% 

Elementary  116 7.3% 5.3% 30.2% 14.5% 

Elementary trades and related  29 1.8% 0.8% 17.2% 9.7% 

Elementary administration and service  87 5.5% 4.6% 34.5% 15.2% 

UK data used as proxy 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings, Office for National Statistics 
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Appendix C: Female share of occupational employment by industry, Scotland, 2016 

 

 

Industry Prof 

Managers, 

directors 

& senior 

officials 

 

Associate 

prof 

Skilled 

trades  

 Admin & 

secretarial  

Process, 

plant & 

machine 

operatives 

 

Caring, 

leisure 

& other 

service  

Sales & 

customer 

service  

Elementary  

Agricuture & 

fishing 
N/A 22.0% N/A 8.5% 86.1% N/A N/A N/A 17.3% 

Energy & water 10.4% 15.8% 28.3% N/A 71.4% N/A N/A 51.6% 11.8% 

Manufacturing 20.2% 24.9% 30.6% 9.7% 71.7% 20.8% N/A 41.7% 28.3% 

Construction 10.8% 16.8% 27.2% 1.3% 91.5% N/A N/A N/A 5.6% 

Distribution, 

hotels & 

restaurants 

43.9% 40.2% 45.1% 22.4% 73.1% 15.5% 79.2% 68.6% 54.3% 

Transport & 

communication 
19.2% 32.5% 32.7% 8.2% 71.3% 3.7% 76.2% 77.7% 21.2% 

Banking finance 

& insurance 
35.3% 39.3% 45.3% 8.8% 76.2% 11.7% 63.5% 56.6% 46.8% 

Public 

admin,education 

& health 

70.6% 54.3% 54.0% 39.7% 82.2% 12.3% 84.3% 60.6% 63.3% 

Other services 40.8% 49.2% 48.1% 18.8% 74.7% N/A 72.2% 79.7% 55.9% 

N/A - data unavailable 

Source: Annual Population Survey, Office for National Statistics 

LOWER WAGE HIGHER WAGE 
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