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Introduction

The righT To work free of pay discrimination is a fundamental human 

right, yet women in Ontario are still far behind the male starting line in the 

labour market. Despite better educational attainments, women are still seg-

regated into lower paying jobs.1 Women in Ontario earn, on average, 28% 

less than men.

Gender pay gaps are one of the most enduring features of world labour 

markets, with many different and intersecting causes.2 Clearly in Ontario the 

current measures to address pay discrimination are not effective enough to 

counter market income inequality. A multi-dimensional approach to clos-

ing the gap is required. This report provides 10 key ways to tackle closing 

the gender pay gap.

But first, the report answers briefly the following questions to lay the 

groundwork:

• What is the Gender Pay Gap?

• Why Do We Still Have One?

• Why Does Closing the Gender Pay Gap Matter to Everyone?

The report uses Ontario as its primary focus to illustrate the issues under-

lying the persistent gender pay gap. It builds on the work in the CCPA-On-

tario report, A Living Wage As A Human Right.3
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Part 1: Defining 
the Pay Gap

What Is the Gender Pay Gap?

The gender pay gap represents the difference between the earnings of men 

and women. It can be measured in a number of ways, including total aver-

age annual earnings, full-time full-year earnings, or hourly earnings.

Ontario’s gender pay gap, based on all average annual earnings, is 28%.4 

This measure includes all types of work.

Based on full-time, full year earnings, the Ontario gap is around 24%.5

For all of Canada, based on full-time, full-year workers, the average earn-

ings gap is around 26%.6

The average hourly earnings difference in Ontario, as of February 2013,  

is $25.99 for men and $22.78.for women or $3.21 an hour.

Some argue that the hourly difference is the best statistical measure7 be-

cause it takes into account the fact that many women work part-time. The 

measure we recommend governments and policy makers look at is total an-

nual average earnings, to fully consider the in-built inequality within the 

labour market and ways to mitigate that inequality. It is for this reason On-

tario’s Equal Pay Coalition has focused on the 28% gender pay gap.

Regardless of how you measure Ontario’s gender pay gap, what is clear 

is that the gap remains shockingly high, given that more than 60 years have 

passed since world governments through the iLo passed Conventions 100 
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and 111 requiring equal treatment in employment, occupations, and equal 

pay for work of equal value.8 At this slow rate of progress, women in On-

tario would have to work 13 years longer to earn the same pay which men 

earn by age 65.9

While some progress has been made in decreasing the gender pay gap 

over the past generation, women should not still be taking home 72 cents 

to the male dollar — especially given their increasing participation in high-

er education and their rising labour force participation.10 In Ontario, 58.2% 

of women are employed compared to 64.4% of men.11 For years, women 

have been investing significant time and resources in their education. In 

Ontario, women now make up the majority of undergraduate and master’s 

degree holders: 62% of Canadian university undergraduate students are 

women, yet women still earn less in all occupational categories and at all 

education levels.12 Even though women are more likely than men to go to 

university or college, they don’t necessarily end up getting paid better once 

they’re in the work force.13 It is particularly disconcerting that the pay gap 

remains steadfast for younger generations of women: there is a higher per-

centage gap — 39% — between women and men’s earnings for those between 

the ages of 35 and 44.14

As highlighted by the 2004 Federal Pay Equity Task Force report, the 

gender pay gap is also experienced more acutely by those who experience 

multiple forms of discrimination. Racialized women, immigrant women, 

Aboriginal women and women with disabilities suffer from substantially 

higher pay gaps.15 For example, racialized women in Ontario were short-

changed 47 cents for every dollar non-racialized men got paid for work in 

2005.16 While some progress has been made, the CCPA report, A Living Wage 

as a Human Right documents how discrimination continues to affect the abil-

ity of many such workers to earn a living wage. Income inequality persists 

while the income of the average Ceo has grown to 189 times the income of 

the average Canadian.17

Canada’s labour markets continue to operate in ways that keep many 

women struggling at the bottom of the income spectrum.18 Women, par-

ticularly those who face multiple barriers in the labour market, are the face 

of poverty and joblessness — they are most impacted by the intensification 

of work across Canada.19 As labour market expert Monica Townson states: 

“Canadian women on their own are poorest of the poor.” Her CCPA report 

Women’s Poverty and the Recession found that in Ontario, 20% of women 

are in low-wage occupations, compared to 10% of men.20
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Enforcing the human rights of all workers to be free of pay discrimin-

ation is a key step to reducing income inequality.21 In Canada, women ac-

count for 60% of all minimum-wage workers.22 This over-representation 

of women at low wages cuts across all age groups, with lifelong ramifica-

tions.23 Poverty follows women into their retirement with women age 65 or 

over twice as likely as men to be low income.24

The gender pay gap widens when women have children, and particu-

larly when they work part-time. Women with children earn an additional 

12% less than women without children.25 Women’s opportunities for high-

er pay are limited by the family responsibilities which they still dispropor-

tionately bear.26 While the vast majority of mothers now work in the paid 

labour force — almost 70% of women with children under five are work-

ing — women with children have a significantly lower employment rate than 

men with children.

More than seven out of 10 part-time workers are women, a feature of 

the labour market which has not changed significantly over the years.27 

This means women are much more likely to hold multiple and non-perma-

nent jobs.28 When you combine this with the fact that 60% of women are 

minimum wage earners, women’s vulnerability to low pay is clear. As well, 

women predominate in sales, service and health care occupations where 

part-time work is the way employers structure their compensation practi-

ces. In other words, women’s part-time work is often not a choice but a fea-

ture of their work life imposed by the labour market objectives of employ-

ers who often resist employing many full-time workers.

While it is true that the gender pay gap has decreased in Ontario from 

38% at the time of the passage of the 1987 Pay Equity Act, that decrease 

does not simply represent more earnings for women. It reflects decreases 

in men’s earnings — particularly with the loss of higher-paid male-domin-

ated jobs, particularly in the manufacturing sector.29 In its 2012/13 Global 

Wage Report, the iLo refers to this as the “composition effect”. Noting that 

the average gender pay gap declined in the economic crisis years in most 

countries, the iLo report attributes the decline not to women’s improved 

situation but, rather, that the labour market circumstances of men have de-

teriorated.30 Given the increasing human capital attainments of women and 

their rising labour force participation, the gender pay gap should have sig-

nificantly decreased on those grounds alone.

The bottom line for women is that bringing home substantially less pay 

than men affects them throughout their lives, putting women and their chil-
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dren at a higher risk of poverty and reducing their lifetime earnings and re-

tirement income.

Also problematic: Ontario lags behind other countries in closing the 

gender pay gap. In Australia, for instance, the gender pay gap is about 

17%, based on average weekly full-time earnings.31 The gender pay gap in 

the U.S., based on median full-time, full-year earnings, sits at 23% — almost 

the same as Ontario’s gender pay gap based on the same measure.32 It’s time 

for speedier progress.

Why Is There Still a Gender Pay Gap?

Throughout their lives, women face systemic barriers in accessing the same 

pay as men. According to a report by international pay equity scholar Dr. 

Pat Armstrong,33 the gender pay gap is caused by the following three fea-

tures of Canada’s labour market, which interact to yield substantially low-

er pay for women:

1. The majority of women are segregated from men into different work 

and different workplaces. In Canada, 67% of women work in trad-

itional occupations such as teaching, nursing, clerical, admin or 

sales and service jobs in 2009;34

2. In general, women’s segregated work is paid less than men’s work. 

The higher the concentration of women, the lower the pay. Women’s 

skills and competencies are undervalued because of their associa-

tion with women, as are sectors and industries such as health care 

and services in which women predominate; and

3. Women’s lower pay reflects the systemic undervaluation of women’s 

work relative to that of men.

The above three factors, Dr. Armstrong writes: “combine to create per-

vasive and often invisible discrimination…. The size and persistence of the 

wage gap clearly indicates that the problem does not stem simply from in-

dividual women and their capacities or from the practices of a few employ-

ers. Although there are certainly differences in the way individual women 

are treated by individual employers, women as a group face a common set 

of practices that disadvantage them in the labour force.”35 These include: 

gender-biased compensation and employment practices; absence of em-

ployment equity laws; insufficient employment and training supports; lack 
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of affordable child care; and accommodation of care responsibilities. Dr. 

Armstrong’s report sets out a detailed explanation of these and more fac-

tors which cause the gender pay gap.

Why Does Closing the Gender Pay Gap Matter?

Discriminatory pay gaps are a violation of human rights. The right of women 

to equal pay for work of equal value, as well as equal treatment in pay and 

employment opportunities, is internationally recognized. This human right 

has been ratified by Canada and is binding for all provinces. Such obliga-

tions require governments to have in place mechanisms which use the max-

imum available resources to ensure women workers receive pay and employ-

ment opportunities without discrimination.36 As well, Ontario’s Pay Equity 

Act and Human Rights Code represent Ontario’s guarantee to its women 

workers that they will not be denied equal treatment in compensation be-

cause they are women.

Closing the gender pay gap helps to create a more equal society. Equality 

is a centrepiece of effective democratic governance. At the same time, pay 

equality is also a central economic issue. As stated by the World Econom-

ic Forum in its 2013 Global Gender Gap Report: “The most important deter-

minant of a country’s competitiveness is its human talent—the skills, edu-

cation and productivity of its workforce—and women account for one-half 

of the potential talent base throughout the world.”37 The World Bank presi-

dent also captures this point well: “When countries value girls and women 

as much as boys and men; when they invest in their health, education, and 

skills training; when they give women greater opportunities to participate in 

the economy, manage incomes, own and run businesses — the benefits ex-

tend far beyond individual girls and women to their children and families, 

to their communities, to societies and economies at large.”38

Women, families, communities, and the economy suffer when there is 

pay inequality. The estimated annual lost income potential of Canadian 

women as a result of unequal income and labour force participation rates, 

according to a 2005 Royal Bank of Canada report, was $125 billion.39 Clos-

ing the gender pay gap benefits employers and workers by creating qual-

ity jobs with fair pay.
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Part 2: 10 Key Steps 
for Closing the 
Gender Pay Gap

given The ComPLexiTy of the discriminatory labour market dynamics 

highlighted above, closing the gender pay gap requires many co-ordinat-

ed actions by diverse labour market institutions. This report focuses on the 

following 10 key steps:

1. Treat closing the gap as a human rights priority;

2. Raise awareness through annual Equal Pay Days and education;

3. Develop closing the gender pay gap plans;

4. Enforce and expand pay equity laws;

5. Implement employment equity law and policies;

6. Promote access to collective bargaining;

7. Increase the minimum wage;

8. Provide affordable and accessible child care;

9. Mainstream equity compliance into government laws and policies;

10. Mainstream equity compliance into workplaces and businesses.
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Step 1: Treat Closing the Gap as 
a Human Rights Priority

Closing the gender pay gap has not been given sufficient priority in pub-

lic policy and employer practices. That has to change. Given that pay and 

employment discrimination is against the law, measures to close the pay 

gap should be treated with special importance as a human rights remedy. 

Women’s right to equal pay and employment opportunities is not a frill or a 

perk to be ignored when inconvenient or costly. Human rights are suppos-

ed to be guaranteed. A human rights-based focus keeps this guarantee in 

the forefront.40 This is particularly important when it comes to discussions 

about austerity measures. Making those workers who are owed pay equity 

adjustments or require equality-promoting measures bear the brunt of aus-

terity measures will set back the cause of gender equality many years and 

will increase, rather than close, the pay gap. Women require effective laws 

and policies to secure an equal place in the labour market before they are 

asked to bear any share of austerity measures.

Ensuring an equal society is a hallmark of democratic governance. Hu-

man rights enforcement is not a partisan issue. It is a fundamental obliga-

tion of all those who govern, regardless of their party, to co-operate to take 

the necessary human rights measures to close the pay gap.

Step 2: Raise Awareness Through Annual 
Equal Pay Days and Education

Despite the overwhelming evidence of the gender pay gap, there are many 

who believe it is a matter for the history books. There is a need to raise aware-

ness about the gender pay gap in order to ignite action to close it. Annual 

Equal Pay Days are a key way to do this.

Equal Pay Days have been proclaimed around the world by governments 

in the U.S., the EU, and Australia.41 No such days have been proclaimed in 

Canada. U.S. President Barack Obama described its purpose in his 2012 ePD 

proclamation: “to recognize the full value of women’s skills and their sig-

nificant contribution to the labour force, acknowledge the injustice of wage 

discrimination and join efforts to achieve equal pay.”42

Ontario’s Equal Pay Coalition has declared April 9, 2013 Equal Pay Day 

in Ontario, the same day it is recognized in the U.S.43 This day provides an 

opportunity to highlight the fact that women in Ontario, on average, would 
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have to work an extra three months into the next year in order to earn match 

men’s annual average earnings.

Awareness of pay and employment equity issues and compliance should 

also be embedded in educational curriculum. Young students and work-

ers deserve access to the facts and issues about the gender pay gap, so that 

pay equity compliance measures can truly become an issue for the history 

books. As well, legislators and policy makers should consider gender pay 

gap education in order to understand how they can incorporate a pay equity 

impact analysis into their decision-making.

Step 3: Develop Closing the Gender Pay Gap Plans

Solving a persistent problem requires leadership and planning — analyzing 

what works, what doesn’t and what further steps or revisions are needed. 

While governments enshrine planning and consultation mechanisms into 

their governance structures for key public policy issues like health care and 

the economy, they have not done so for pay equality.

Creating change of this magnitude requires consultation and a clear ac-

tion plan with realistic and timely goals, targets and resources. It deserves 

the same attention as other key issues. For example, the Ontario Ministry 

of Energy has a long-term energy plan44 and Ontario has detailed long-term 

plans to build the necessary infrastructure to harness its economic future.45 

After many calls for action, Ontario did develop a long-term poverty reduc-

tion plan.46 With women consisting of 47.9% of Ontario’s working popula-

tion, securing their economic future without discrimination merits a plan.

The Equal Pay Coalition (ePC) has called on multi-party co-operation to 

work with the ePC, employers and other equality-seeking stakeholders to 

develop, implement and resource a province-wide plan to close Ontario’s 

28% gender pay gap by 2025.47

The breakthrough in pay equity enforcement in Canada came with the 

passage of the Ontario Pay Equity Act effective January 1, 1988. After years 

of non-partisan campaigning by the ePC, this law was passed as a result 

of the 1985 Liberal-nDP Accord where pay equity compliance was a feature 

of both parties’ platforms. Co-operation between those parties at the time 

of the 1985 minority legislature not only led to Ontario’s new law but also 

stimulated the passage of laws in Quebec and other provinces. While On-

tario’s gender pay gap has decreased as a result of that law and other meas-

ures, the gap is still far too high. There is an opportunity to leverage that 
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same co-operation which brought to life Ontario’s pay equity law to take the 

next generation of steps to close Ontario’s gender pay gap.

Step 4: Enforce and Expand Pay Equity Laws

Pay equity laws and policies are directed at ensuring men and women are 

paid equally where they do work of equal value. Employment equity laws 

and policies are directed at ensuring steps are taken to remove barriers and 

that positive measures are taken to give women equal access to higher pay-

ing, often male-dominated work. Both laws and policies are necessary to 

close the gender pay gap.48

Pay equity laws such as Ontario’s Pay Equity Act implement Convention 

100 by requiring employers, working with unions, to develop measures to 

compare the criteria of skill, effort, responsibility, and working conditions in 

female-dominated work (eg a registered practical nurse) with that of male-

dominated work, such as a paramedic or IT professional. Where the work 

is comparable in value but the male job is paid more, the female job must 

be comparably increased in pay.49

In 1988, with the passage of Ontario’s Pay Equity Act, the government 

pledged an “unalterable commitment” to end pay discrimination.50 Yet the 

Pay Equity Commission acknowledges there remains widespread non-com-

pliance with the law. As well, women in workplaces with fewer than 10 em-

ployees are not covered by the law. Further, not all gender pay gaps are closed 

by the Pay Equity Act.51 There is a need to revisit the scope of the Pay Equity 

Act and its enforcement machinery, as well as to design new pay equity en-

forcement mechanisms, particularly in non-unionized workplaces.

Sectoral approaches, such as in Australia, which has a system of wage 

awards for sectors, should also be considered. A 2012 Fair Work Australia de-

cision found that women in the social and community services public sec-

tor, which was female-dominated, had been underpaid because of the sec-

tor’s association with women’s caring work. Fair Work Australia ordered the 

wages of about 150,000 community sector workers — such as social workers, 

caregivers, and child protection workers — to be increased by between 19% 

($6,000) and 41% ($24,000). The Tribunal had previously concluded that 

women workers in the community and disability sectors were underpaid 

compared to public service workers doing similar jobs and that gender was 

one of the reasons workers were being undervalued in the sector. The new 

rates were ordered to be to be phased in over eight years.52 The 2004 Feder-
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al Pay Equity Task Force Report also contains important recommendations 

for effective enforcement of the human right to pay equity for women’s jobs53

Another important set of pay equity tools include laws and policies that 

require pay transparency in the workplace. In many non-unionized work-

places, employers require employees to keep their pay secret. The pay in 

unionized workplaces is publicly available in the collective agreement. In the 

United States, the Lily Ledbetter law provides that an employee cannot be 

fired or disciplined for sharing information about their pay. The Fair Pay Act 

now before the U.S. Congress would require employers to share job compen-

sation information with the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission.54

Step 5: Implement Employment Equity Laws and Plans

Employment equity laws and policies should be implemented to require 

employers to plan to end discriminatory practices facing women, racialized 

and Aboriginal peoples, people living with disabilities, and others who are 

similarly disadvantaged.55 In 1995, Ontario repealed its Employment Equity 

Act, which addressed workplace discrimination in recruitment, employ-

ment conditions and retention. The 2004 Federal Pay Equity Task Force Re-

port documented the pay disparities faced by these groups and called for 

strengthened laws to address them. The federal government rejected the 

recommendations from this report and, instead, passed the Public Sector 

Equitable Compensation Act, which eliminated women’s right to claim pay 

equity entitlements under the Canadian Human Rights Act.56

Even without specialized employment equity laws in place, the exist-

ing human rights jurisprudence requires that employers take employment 

equity measures in order to comply with their obligations under human 

rights codes and collective agreements as well as other human-rights relat-

ed laws, such as Labour Relations Act and the Employment Standards Act.57

Step 6: Promote Access to Collective Bargaining

Unionization is one of the most effective pay equity tools. One reason that 

the pay gap has decreased over the years is the increasing unionization of 

women, particularly in the public sector. The union advantage in pay is, on 

average, $5.11 per hour compared to non-unionized workers.58 In Ontario, 

where unions are given a joint role with employers to create pay equity plans, 

unionized women are much more likely to receive pay equity adjustments.59
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With the reduction in male-dominated and often unionized manufactur-

ing jobs, the unionization rate for women is now 31.1%, compared to 28.2% 

for men — although much of that is due to their high presence in public sec-

tor jobs.60 The private sector unionization rate for women is 12.5% compared 

to 19.0% for men because of their higher presence in sales and service occu-

pations. Unionized part-time workers have higher hourly earnings and work 

more hours, leading to average weekly earnings of $427.26 versus $240.39 

for non-unionized part-time workers. But collective bargaining rights have 

been weakened in Ontario and across the country.61 As well, the privatiza-

tion of public services has contributed to women losing the important pay 

equity gains they made as unionized workers in the public sector. Steps need 

to be taken to facilitate rather than restrict unionization.

Step 7: Increase the Minimum Wage

With women forming the majority of Ontario’s 534,000 minimum wage work-

ers, any increase to statutory minimum wage laws serves as a down pay-

ment on closing the pay gap. Indexing the minimum wage to automatically 

reflect the rising cost of living reduces poverty and income inequality.62 On-

tario’s minimum wage has been frozen at $10.25 for three years. The three-

year freeze has effectively lowered the income of minimum wage earners 

by 7%, widening the inequality gap. The living wage in Kingston for two-

wage earners and two children was calculated to be $16.29.63 The Workers’ 

Action Centre, ACorn, and other groups are urging the provincial govern-

ment to raise the minimum wage to $14 per hour and index it to inflation.64

Step 8: Provide Affordable and Accessible Child Care

“Child care is the ramp that provides equal access to the workforce for moth-

ers.”65 These words from Supreme Court of Canada Justice Rosalie Abella in 

her 1984 the Royal Commission on Equality in Employment still ring true to-

day. Women with children earn much less money. Many women work part-

time because they lack affordable child care options. The 2011 yWCA report 

Educated, Employed and Equal documents the role of child care as a key step 

to obtaining economic gender equality. The report notes that mothers with 

children under the age of five are at a 66.5% workforce participation rate. It 

states: “With a workforce that is increasingly well-educated and in which 

more women than men are obtaining university and college educations, a 
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national plan to ensure comprehensive access to quality, affordable early 

learning and child care services is essential to Canadian prosperity, a cru-

cial support for children and parents and a common-sense response to a 

changed society. As a choice for parents, early learning and child care ser-

vices should be as normalized in our social structure as the public school 

system.”66

Yet, nearly 30 years after the Abella Report and despite many other re-

ports calling for affordable, high quality child care, Ontario has made little 

progress in access. In Ontario, there are licensed spaces for just one in five 

children and fees are upwards of $40 to $60 per day, per child.67

A recent study by Pierre Fortin and colleagues from the Université de 

Sherbrooke showed an increase of as much as 9% in the number of moth-

ers who found employment in the years following the creation of Quebec’s 

publicly funded child care program. They estimate there are 70,000 more 

mothers working than if the program did not exist. Investing in child care 

also creates good jobs for women.68 A recent report from TD Economics de-

termined the employment multiplier for the early childhood education sec-

tor — which measures the number of jobs created per million dollars of in-

creased output in a given sector — to be 36.9. This was by far the highest 

across all industries, suggesting that early childhood education does not 

only provide significant benefits to children, families and the economy, but 

it provides a better return on investment than many other sectors.69

Step 9: Mainstream Equity Compliance into 
Government Employment and Policies

Under international standards, governments are responsible for creating and 

sustaining the legal, policy and economic framework to end unlawful sys-

temic pay discrimination. Governments are the guardians of human rights 

and responsible for enacting equality-promoting mechanisms and resour-

cing those mechanisms to a practical degree. While Canada has ratified all 

of these conventions, current pay gaps show it is failing to take all required 

measures — using maximum available resources — to ensure equality-seek-

ing groups can earn pay without discrimination.70

Public policies often draws on an approach that assumes all workers 

face circumstances similar to predominant able-bodied, white, male work-

ers. They fail to account for the different and unequal circumstances facing 

women, particularly those who are racialized, Aboriginal, have disabilities 
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or are poor. All social and economic policies should be vetted by govern-

ment departments for their impact, answering this question: do they help 

close or widen gender pay gaps? Cabinet policy submissions should include 

a sign off to ensure proposed laws and policies have been reviewed for their 

contribution to closing these pay gaps. Labour market knowledge, research 

and monitoring that is sensitive to human rights is key to an effective pay 

equity compliance system.

As well, government must address its role as an employer, not just a law 

and policy maker. The rising participation of women in public sector em-

ployment over the past 40 years has contributed to closing the gender pay 

gap. With 60% of public sector jobs held by women, such employment is 

a major equalizing force. Women employed in Ontario’s public sector are 

paid 4.5% more compared to women working in the private sector. Yet pub-

lic sector cutbacks in jobs and public services also disproportionately affect 

women, not only in terms job loss but also in terms of women having to in-

crease their care responsibilities for children and the elderly when public 

services are no longer available.71

Government contracts are another good way to help close the pay gap. 

With thousands of such contracts, procurement policies should include 

a requirement that the goods and services provided by organizations and 

businesses comply with pay equity and human rights laws. This needs to 

be backed up by provincial monitoring and enforcement so that those fail-

ing to comply lose such contracts.

Step 10: Mainstream Compliance into 
Workplaces and Businesses

Employers also need to mainstream equity compliances into their work-

place practices, including analyzing the impact of recruitment and reten-

tion practices, pay and promotion structures, and conditions of work on 

vulnerable groups. Along with achieving and maintaining equal pay for 

work of equal value as required by the Pay Equity Act, employers also need 

to comply with employment equity obligations which, as noted above, are 

either required as a result of general human rights laws or through special-

ized employment equity laws.72
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Conclusion

PAying Women fAirLy and providing them with equal opportunities in 

the labour market is essential to getting Ontario’s economy back on track. 

Working women power Ontario’s economy. Closing the gender pay gap is 

one of the key building blocks for forging a fair, productive and sustainable 

society. It is also a fundamental human right. This report outlines 10 steps 

to close the gender pay gap, in order to restore fairness to Ontario’s labour 

market and reduce persistent income inequality that disproportionately af-

fects working women.
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