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The Global Gender    

In the wake of the #MeToo movement and increased attention on gender equality, 

governments around the world are enacting laws to achieve equal pay, healthy 

work-life balance and safe work environments. 
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G
ender equality remains an unful�lled promise de-

spite being recognized as a human right by a multi-

tude of international treaties. �e issue has gained 

increased global attention with the emergence of 

the #MeToo movement, which quickly spread through social 

and mainstream media to dozens of countries, producing 

change in culture, politics and law. 

Millions of women around the world shared their stories 

on social media and called for the overhaul and improve-

ment of existing laws and policies to prevent harassment in 

the workplace. �is increased media scrutiny, in conjunc-

tion with a wave of new legislation and regulations world-

wide, brings gender equality and women’s participation in 

the workplace into new focus for multinational employers. 

Global employers face the signi�cant challenge of keep-

ing abreast of changing legal obligations in multiple juris-

dictions. Governments around the world are passing regu-

lations to achieve equal pay, healthy work-life balance and 

safe work environments to promote the well-being and pro-

ductivity of the workforce. 

�ese expanding legal requirements will make it more 

di�cult for businesses to hide their gender inequalities, 

whether currently known or not. �e bene�ts of achieving 

diversity, inclusivity and parity goals extend beyond basic le-

gal compliance. Providing equal pay, equitable family leave 

and safe workspaces for men and women has become a ne-

cessity for multinational employers to position themselves as 

leaders within their sectors and to attract and retain the best 

talent, especially among the younger generations. 

A growing body of research suggests that there are  

bottom-line bene�ts from expanding diversity. �e most 

recent UC Davis Study of California Women Business Lead-

ers found that among the 400 largest public companies 

headquartered in California, the 25 with the highest per-

centage of women among directors and highest paid execu-

tives realized returns on assets and on equity that were 74% 

higher than the entire sample group.1

�is article will examine three areas where countries 

have focused their legislative e�orts and provide examples 

of the new laws. See the sidebar for information about the 

history of gender equality e�orts.

Gender Pay Equity

Data continue to show that men are paid more than 

women for the same work in every country around the 

world, on average as much as 20% to 30%. A study from the 

McKinsey Global Institute highlights a potential US$12-

28 trillion that could be added to global general domestic 

product (GDP) by closing the gender pay gap.2 Gender pay 

discrimination is a major issue that a�ects all regions of 

the world in both developed and developing countries. �e 

World Economic Forum (WEF) concluded that it will take 

202 years to close the economic opportunity gender gap 

globally. Its 2018 Global Gender Gap Report �nds that there 

is a “32% average gender gap that remains to be closed.”3 

�e annual report identi�es Iceland as the most gender-

equal country, followed in order by three other Nordic 

countries: Norway, Sweden and Finland.4

Seeking to close this gender pay gap, countries such as 

France, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and Iceland 

have enacted legislation mandating equal pay for men and 

women; however, no country has yet met its goals, and sev-

eral are now turning to sanctions. 

In Iceland, for instance, gender equality in all respects is 

guaranteed under the Icelandic constitution and is mandated 

in multiple laws. Despite these laws, women are still being paid 

16% less than men.5 To address this, the government recently 

passed legislation requiring companies and institutions with 

25 or more employees to implement a new statutory equal pay 

standard. 

Companies must undergo an audit and receive certi�cation 

that they o�er equal pay for work of equal value. �e new law 

does not mandate paying men and women in the same posi-

tion the exact same salary. When there is a wage di�erence for 

the same job, employers must prove that it is based on reasons 

other than gender, such as experience or performance, or they 

must correct the disparity. Employers face substantial �nes 

and public shame for noncompliance, which also will nega-

tively a�ect their ability to attract top talent.

learn more
Education
Certi�cate in Global Bene�ts Management
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Visit www.ifebp.org/global for more information.
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Like Iceland, the French govern-

ment recently passed a law requiring 

employers to publicly disclose gender 

pay di�erences and establishing sanc-

tions. Reporting is required for com-

panies with 250 or more employees 

as of January 2019 and will be gradu-

ally rolled out to companies with 50 

or more employees by January 2020. 

Companies will be scored using an 

equal pay index comprised of �ve in-

dicators and will be required to pub-

lish their score on their websites. �e 

indicators will ultimately be incorpo-

rated into payroll so�ware. 

Businesses will have three years to 

eliminate an identi�ed pay gap (com-

panies with 50-250 employees have an 

additional year), or they will have to 

pay a �ne of up to 1% of their payroll.6 

�e law does not apply to companies 

with fewer than 50 employees, which 

comprise the majority of enterprises in 

France.7 By focusing on enforcement, 

introducing public reporting require-

ments and sanctioning noncompliant 

companies, Iceland, France and other 

countries such as Australia, Norway 

and the U.K. aim to create a general ob-

ligation of transparency.8 

�e examples of progressive Western 

Europe, while valuable as case studies, 

do not re�ect the reality of the issue in 

other regions. In developed countries, 

pay gaps are usually more pronounced 

for minorities. For example, Hispanic 

women in the U.S. are paid an average 

of 47% less than white men and 31% less 

than white women for the same posi-

tions, including the highest paid jobs.9 

�e minority pay gap also occurs in de-

veloping countries and especially coun-

tries a�ected by con�ict and fragility. 

Despite the high unemployment 

rates of women in the Middle East re-

gion, countries such as Saudi Arabia 

and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

have introduced bills for equal pay be-

tween men and women.10,11 

Gender pay equity is not the whole 

picture. Several other forms of gender 

discrimination occur in the workplace, 

including discrimination in hiring, �r-

ing, promotions or bene�ts, as well as 

gender stereotyping. When used to rank 

job candidates, technological advances, 

such as arti�cial intelligence, have even 

been found to mirror some of these bi-

ases. Men also tend to be promoted to 

manager and director positions more of-

ten than women. �e 2018 WEF report 

remarks that “while there is still relevant 

gender-biased labour market outcomes, 

the presence of women in management 

roles is today one of the main barriers to 

overcome, both in the public and private 

sector, in order to achieve full economic 

gender parity.”12 

Family Leave Bene�ts

Governments and businesses alike 

realize that encouraging men to be ac-

tively involved in child rearing is cru-

cial to achieving gender equality in the 

workforce. Women are o�en penalized 

or slowed in their career path when hav-

ing kids, which can force a choice be-

tween their career and having children. 

More and more countries are recog-

nizing the bene�t of having new fathers 

carry a more equal share of the respon-

sibility of parenthood. Family leave ben-

e�ts can encourage the participation of 

History of Gender Equality Efforts

In industrialized countries, the role of women in the workforce evolved as men went 

off to war and women took jobs that were previously held only by men. It became 

clear that women’s participation in the workforce enabled overall economic develop-

ment, and in the 1970s countries such as the United States and France started enact-

ing laws to encourage of gender equality in the workplace.* Since then, governments 

around the world have stepped up their efforts to reap the bene�ts of the female 

labor force by passing laws that encourage their participation, principally by promot-

ing greater equality between men and women in the workplace.**

Women have achieved a lot over the past two centuries, but gender equality is 

still a work in progress in most countries around the world. While most developed 

countries have steadily introduced gender provisions since the 1970s, more socially 

conservative countries are just now putting regulations in place to support gender 

equality. However, legislation alone is proving inadequate: Women are still being 

paid less than men, discriminated against during pregnancy and often harassed. Leg-

islation that applies only voluntary measures and self-regulation models rather than 

sanctions appears unable to achieve its stated goals. This realization has led multiple 

countries to recently refresh their gender equality laws to ensure full implementation 

through a sanction mechanism. 

 * See www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2015/510024/IPOL_IDA(2015)510024_EN.pdf 

and www.eeoc.gov/laws/statutes/pregnancy.cfm.

** See https://bebusinessed.com/history/history-of-women-in-the-workforce/ and  

https://resources.saylor.org/wwwresources/archived/site/wp-content/uploads/2012/08 

/HIST201-8.2.3-WomenRenaissancetoEnlightenment-FINAL.pdf.
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both parents in the education and development of their chil-

dren, especially when both parents work full-time. Working 

fathers who care for and interact with their children tend to 

report better physical and mental health as well as greater life 

satisfaction than fathers who don’t.13 As a result, many coun-

tries around the world are expanding both parental leave and 

paternity leave bene�ts to encourage fathers to take time o� 

a�er the birth of their child.

Paternity Leave

Paternity leave remains very modest globally compared 

with maternity leave; most o�en only one to two weeks when 

provided. �e most progressive countries providing paid 

leave for new fathers include Sweden, Japan, South Korea, 

Portugal, Norway, Luxembourg and Iceland. Paternity leave 

is usually not fully funded by the social security system, with 

a typical reimbursement of only 30% of average earnings 

compared with 100% of average earnings for maternity leave. 

Finland and Sweden o�er some of the highest payment 

rates, averaging 75% to almost 100% of gross earnings.14,15 

While all 41 countries in the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) provide maternity 

leave, and 31 out of 41 provide paternity leave, there is still no 

statutory requirement from the U.S. federal government to 

provide paid paternity leave. U.S. employees are entitled to a 

minimum of 12 weeks of unpaid leave under the Family and 

Medical Leave Act (FMLA) for serious medical conditions, 

which include the birth of a child.

Parental Leave 

Many countries o�er statutory parental leave to working 

parents. �e most progressive countries o�ering more than 

a year of paid parental leave for the birth or adoption of a 

child include Estonia, Bulgaria, Hungary and Japan.16 Pa-

rental leave policies should reduce gender discrimination 

in the workplace if both men and women are equally likely 

to take the leave, thereby removing employers’ reluctance 

to hire women. 

Countries such as Denmark, Sweden and Norway man-

date a father’s quota, which is a use-it-or-lose-it portion of 

paid parental leave reserved for fathers to ensure shared pa-

rental leave and encourage fathers to take time o�.17 �is pol-

icy also has proved to be e�ective in parts of the world, such 

as South Korea, where cultural traditions made it di�cult for 

working fathers to take time o� to care for their children. See 

global bene�ts

New Parental Leave Bene�ts Around the World

The following are examples of countries that have ex-
panded their parental leave bene�ts.

New Zealand 

The government of New Zealand is extending parental 
leave from 18 weeks to 26 weeks in two phases to be 
complete July 1, 2020. Maternity, paternity and adoption 
leave are part of the parental leave provisions, also called 
“Primary carer leave,” of the Parental Leave and Employ-
ment Protection Act.*

The current maximum amount paid by Inland Revenue is 
equal to the employee’s average weekly earnings up to a 
maximum of NZ$538.55 a week. It is common for competi-
tive employers to provide top-up payment to 100% of cur-
rent salary for a period that may vary from several weeks to 
the full period of government-paid parental leave. 

The Netherlands 

Paternity/partner leave increased from two days to one 
workweek on January 1, 2019, and an additional �ve weeks 
will be available beginning July 1, 2020. The �ve additional 
weeks of leave will be paid to the employee from the Em-
ployees’ Insurance Agency up to 70% of the latest earned 
salary, with a maximum daily wage of EUR$209.26 in 2019. 

Estonia  

Parental leave and bene�ts in Estonia are among the most 
generous in the world. Fathers have ten days of state-paid 
paternity leave to be taken within two months of the child’s 
expected or actual birth, and parents can share up to 435 
days of parental leave, by turns, until the child reaches the 
age of three. Despite this generous system, the share of fa-
thers receiving parental bene�ts in Estonia remains very low. 

Beginning March 1, 2018, parental bene�ts are no longer 
reduced if the parent receiving the bene�t earns extra 
income not greater than half of the maximum parental 
bene�t amount. Beginning July 1, 2020, paternity leave will 
be extended from ten to 30 days and can be taken more 
�exibly than before.

Canada  

In Canada, an increased parental sharing bene�t went into 
effect March 17, 2019. Parents who choose the standard 
bene�t option of 55% of insurable earnings are now 
entitled to share 40 weeks of leave instead of 35 weeks, 
whereas parents who choose the extended bene�t option 
of 33% of insurable earnings are entitled to share 69 
weeks of leave instead of 61 weeks. 

* See http://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/lockton-corporate-website 

/Uploads/IPS_2/New_Zealand_Increase_Parental_Leave_may16.pdf.
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the sidebar for more examples of global 

parental leave programs.

Working partners tend to take ad-

vantage of their leave bene�t more of-

ten when it is fully paid without loss of 

income.18 In some countries, cultural 

and societal norms discourage work-

ers from using generous parental leave 

policies. In Japan, for instance, it is 

not very common for new fathers to 

take advantage of the generous leave 

entitlement because of the prevailing 

male-dominated work culture.19 In 

other countries, leave bene�ts are sub-

ject to taxation, which decreases the 

amount that employed parents receive. 

When neither parental leave nor 

paternity leave is mandated, employ-

ees are le� to rely upon their em-

ployers for additional bene�ts. Some 

companies o�er their employees paid 

parental leave for 12 weeks, but some 

high-pro�le organizations, such as 

Net�ix, Amazon, Microso�, Facebook 

and Spotify are more generous, o�er-

ing as much as six months of fully paid 

parental leave to all of their employees, 

regardless of their position within the 

company or their gender, and they in-

clude adoption, surrogacy, foster care 

or legal guardianship as circumstances 

qualifying for leave.20 

Many countries have reformed or 

proposed extending their parental leave 

and paternity leave legislation for a va-

riety of reasons. �ese policies not only 

encourage gender diversity and wom-

en’s participation in the workforce but 

also encourage women to have more 

children, which is crucial for countries 

with aging populations and lower fer-

tility rates such as Japan, Italy, Greece 

and Germany. �e sidebar o�ers four 

examples of recent changes in global 

parental leave bene�ts.

When the fertility rate falls, the la-

bor force shrinks, making it more dif-

�cult to fund social security and social 

health bene�ts. Aging populations also 

create greater burdens on pensions, 

health care and long-term care provi-

sions. �e dependency ratio is a major 

concern for developed countries where 

a smaller number of workers are pay-

ing taxes and health care spending ob-

ligations are higher. In addition, lower 

birth rates can lead to higher labor 

costs and a shortage of quali�ed em-

ployees, which makes it more di�cult 

for companies to be internationally 

competitive. Leave bene�ts for working 

fathers are one way to help alleviate and 

prevent this major issue. 

Flexible Working Arrangements

Flexible and reduced schedules 

were initially introduced in the 1990s 

to keep highly skilled women in the 

workforce. Companies understood 

that a better work-family life balance 

allowed working mothers to maintain 

their traditional role of primary care-

giver and their career.21 New technol-

ogy has played a signi�cant role in the 

rise of �exible working arrangements. 

Over the past few years, companies 

such as Airbnb, Apple, Gallup and  

Deloitte have started o�ering em-

ployees the opportunity to work from 

home and to work part-time. Flexibil-

ity of working time can be an important 

strategy to increase the competitiveness 

of employers while improving employ-

ee well-being, loyalty and productivity. 

Governments also have recognized 

that �exibility in the workplace can be an 

important tool to further enhance gen-

der equality. �e Japanese government 

recently passed legislation establishing 

�xed overtime limits, while the Ital-

ian government passed a law on smart 

working aimed at improving the work-

life balance of employees. �e laws allow 

employers and employees to agree that 

work can be performed with no �xed 

location and no constraints in terms of 

working hours (so long as it is done in 

accordance with the law and collective 

agreements concerning the maximum 

daily and weekly working hours).

Some countries have gone even 

further by mandating that employers 

provide on-site day-care. �e Indian 

takeaways
• Global employers should pay attention to gender equality issues such as equal pay, equi-

table family leave and safe workspaces as governments around the world pass regulations 

addressing these concerns.

• Men are paid more than women for the same work in every country around the world, on 

average as much as 20% to 30%. Countries such as France, the Netherlands, the United 

Kingdom and Iceland have enacted legislation mandating equal pay for men and women.

• Family leave bene�ts can encourage the participation of both parents in the education and 

development of their children, especially when both parents work full-time. All 41 countries 

in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) provide maternity 

leave, and 31 out of 41 provide paternity leave.

• Flexible and reduced schedules were initially introduced in the 1990s to keep highly skilled 

women in the workforce, and governments have recognized that �exibility in the workplace 

can be an important tool to further enhance gender equality.
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government recently passed legislation requiring employers 

with 50 or more employees to provide day-care facilities. Al-

though nonbinding guidelines have been released, how the 

day-care requirement will be enforced is still unclear. 

Implementation of �exible working arrangements can be 

complicated, and �exible or remote working arrangements 

may not be practical for all types of work. 

Conclusion  

Women comprise more than 50% of the world popula-

tion and yet own only 1% of the world’s wealth.22 Women 

alone cannot bridge the gender gap; a combination of legis-

lation, business leadership and social evolution is necessary 

to end gender discrimination in the workplace. �e rising 

trend of legislative initiatives requires parallel, complemen-

tary work in the private sector to truly make progress on 

gender equity. �ere is an overall arc of progress since the 

�rst introduction of gender legislation. Governments and 

multinationals alike are trending in the right direction, but 

work remains to be done.  

Multinational companies should consider the following 

facets of gender equality to attract and retain the best talent 

and to most e�ectively use their workforce: 

• Comply with local legislation. 

• Consider offering flexible working arrangements and 

increasing paternity, parental and maternity leave poli-

cies to be more competitive in the war for talent. 

• Identify and correct gender pay gaps. The rise of tech-

nology makes gender-based disparities difficult to ig-

nore at best and difficult to conceal at worst. It will 

become easier and easier for employers to be publicly 

shamed for inequal practices. In addition, having in-

ternal policies on gender equality makes companies 

more attractive and competitive. 

• Ensure that gender equality is an integral part of the 

business culture to encourage employees to take ad-

vantage of the generous benefits offered. 

Developing a cohesive strategy to address gender issues 

takes thoughtful consultation with regional and country-

level HR professionals. �e potential return on investment is 

high once women are fully participating and contributing to 

the workforce. 

Selima Crum is a global compli-

ance consultant within the global 

benefits practice of Lockton 

Companies. She provides guidance 

to global team associates navigat-

ing complex regulatory and compliance issues 

affecting benefits plans around the world. 

Crum has worked as an international attorney 

in several law firms in France and in interna-

tional organizations. She studied in the United 

States and France and holds a J.D. degree from 

Panthéon-Assas (Paris II) University and an 

LL.M degree from the Georgetown University 

Law Center.

Nicholas C. Dobelbower, Ph.D., 

CEBS, DipIEB, GPHR, is senior vice 

president and intellectual capital 

leader in the global benefits 

practice of Lockton Companies. 

He manages a team of research consultants who 

work with Lockton Global offices to develop 

resources and analyze information on employee 

benefits provisions around the world. He also 

works with multinational companies to devel-

op, implement and support international 

employee benefit strategies. Dobelbower 

studied in the United States and France and 

holds a B.A. degree from George Washington 

University and M.A. and Ph.D. degrees from 

Duke University. 

Valerie Evans is operations 

manager in Lockton’s global 

benefit practice, managing client 

tools and resources used by the 

consulting team. She has worked 

as a research associate and operations manager 

in international development and consulting 

and holds a B.A. degree from Boston University 

and an M.A. degree from the Australian 

National University.   
 

b
io

s

global bene�ts



october 2019 benefits magazine 39

Endnotes

 1. See https://gsm.ucdavis.edu/uc-davis-annual-study-california 
-women-business-leaders.
 2. See www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth 
/how-advancing-womens-equality-can-add-12-trillion-to-global-growth.
 3. The Global Gender Gap Report 2018, World Economic Forum:  
www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf 
 4. Ibid. 
 5. See www.nytimes.com/2018/01/03/world/europe/iceland-equal 
-pay.html
 6. See www.morganlewis.com/pubs/france-presents-tool-to-measure 
-gender-pay-gap-in-companies.
 7. See www.jdsupra.com/legalnews/france-presents-tool-to-measure 
-gender-41218. 
 8. See www.dlapiper.com/~/media/files/insights/events/2018/11 
/international_gender_pay_gap_report_2018_us.pdf.
 9. See https://leanin.org/data-about-the-gender-pay-gap-for-latinas 
and https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/C473.pdf.
 10. See https://stepfeed.com/a-breakdown-of-saudi-arabia-s-new 
-women-in-the-workplace-initiative-9005; https://sd.mlsd.gov.sa/sites 

/default/files/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%86%D8%B8%D9%8A%D
9%85_%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%88%D8%AD%D8%AF_%D9%84
%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A6%D8%A9_%D8%B9%D9%85%D9%84_%D8
%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B1%D8%A3%D8%A9%5B1%5D.pdf.
 11. The Global Gender Gap Report 2018, World Economic Forum  
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf.
 12. Ibid.
 13. See www.oecd.org/policy-briefs/parental-leave-where-are-the 
-fathers.pdf.
 14. See www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf (p.6).
 15. Ibid.
 16. See www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/26/u-s-lacks-mandated 
-paid-parental-leave/.
 17. See www.oecd.org/policy-briefs/parental-leave-where-are-the 
-fathers.pdf.
 18. Ibid. 
 19. Ibid. 
 20. See www.glassdoor.com/blog/best-parental-leave-policies/.
 21. See https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11205-018-2025-x.
 22. See www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/poverty 
-reduction/trade-gender-and-poverty.html.

global bene�ts

Learn more at www.ifebp.org/global.

Certi�cate in Global  
Bene�ts Management
March 9-13, 2020 | San Francisco, California

October 5-9, 2020 | Boston, Massachusetts 

Gain the comprehensive knowledge you need to administer 

and manage a global bene�ts program. Earn your Certi�cate 

in Global Bene�ts Management while gaining a foundation in 

international bene�ts and an enhanced understanding of the 

bene�ts offered around the world.

May 11-13, 2020 | Chicago, Illinois 

Expert-led sessions, comprehensive case studies and a focus 

on networking make this a must-attend event for experienced 

global bene�ts professionals and the next step for those who 

have earned their Certi�cate in Global Bene�ts Management.  

The conference covers the latest industry trends and best 

practices for building a dynamic global bene�ts strategy.

G L O B A L  B E N E F I T S  S U M M I T

UPCOMING GLOBAL BENEFITS EDUCATION OPPORTUNITIES

www.ifebp.org/global



Copyright of Benefits Magazine is the property of International Foundation of Employee

Benefits and its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv

without the copyright holder's express written permission. However, users may print,

download, or email articles for individual use.


