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Abstract

Over the past several decades, public administrations have attempted to identify how
gender differences affect employment opportunities and social inequalities, which
has led to a growing body of literature. However, sufficient and valid conclusions
are not yet available to identify the reasons for the gender pay gap (GPG). Building
on key theoretical models to explain the wage gap, our research, based on a short
survey, aimed to identify which factors could be related to the perception of GPG
among employees of small- and medium-sized enterprises in five European coun-
tries. Moreover, we investigated the possible relationships between personal char-
acteristics such as gender, age, job satisfaction, gender orientation (which is catego-
rized as ’Negative Gender Orientation’’, i.e., sexist beliefs, and *’Positive Gender
Orientation’’, i.e., perceived gender equality in society), and the GPG and tried to
estimate a possible functional relationship between the perceived GPG and the deci-
sion-making style. The results revealed differences between personal characteristics
and perceptions of the GPG; the findings were discussed in accordance with the pre-
sent literature on the topic.
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Introduction

The principle of equal pay for women and men has been signed by the European
Economic Community since the Treaty of Rome in 1957. The Treaty of Rome is, to
all intents and purposes, the first European legislative act in favor of equal opportu-
nities between genders (and it is also the constitutive act of the European Economic
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Community itself—now the European Union). Article 119 introduced the princi-
ple of equal pay and remuneration between men and women workers for the same
work and all other benefits. This principle was immediately implemented also by the
European Court of Justice, which, even still, defines the need to provide equal pay
to women and men who perform work of equal value (1975/117/CEE; Vitali 2009).

Despite the rules and laws issued by individual countries, the gender pay gap
(GPG) problem, defined as “the difference between the average gross earnings per
hour of men and women” (European Institute of Gender Equality — EIGE), per-
sists. For instance, in the European Union, women’s gross hourly earnings were on
average 14.8% below those of men (Eurostat 2018), but there are many differences
between Member States.

As highlighted by the European Commission in 2014, further instruments focus-
ing on other factors (e.g., education, training, awareness raising) may be required
since laws and sanctions do not seem to be adequate to face the GPG phenome-
non and achieve effective gender equality. Over a few decades, interest in gender
research has switched to empirical investigations to address the growing interest of
public administrations in identifying how gender differences affect job opportunities
(Bishu and Alkadry 2017) and social inequalities (Cincalova 2020). These studies
are socially and economically relevant because of their implications when investi-
gating access to these opportunities (Huffman and Cohen 2004; Smith 2002). Most
studies on employment discrimination have focused on gender and race discrimina-
tion by selecting a discrimination area for research (e.g., the gender pay gap) in rela-
tion to career promotion.

A growing body of literature highlights the importance of the gender pay gap
(GPG) by investigating its underlying factors and mechanisms (Blau and Kahn
2006; Rubery et al. 2005). Investigating the gender pay gap is an ongoing concern in
the context of economic discrimination against women; although economic dispar-
ity between genders is now illegal, the gender pay gap globally persists (Eurostat
2019; Salverda et al. 2009).

Background theories in explaining the GPG

Several descriptive studies have used a traditional approach (i.e., economic) by
addressing factors such as education, skills, social, and individual discrimination
(Anderson et al. 2001; Blau and Khan 2003; Rubery et al. 2005). In contrast, sub-
stantially less attention has been given to the psychological factors of the GPG (e.g.,
decision-making and gender orientation, meant as the presence of stereotypes, both
hostile and benevolent; Glick and Fiske 2001). Different theories and approaches
consider socioeconomic issues to be a dominant feature to explain social factors
and motivation under the GPG. For instance, the “human capital approach” (Lips
2013) has often been used as an argument that much of the GPG is due to men’s and
women’s use of different career strategies and investments. Indeed, several studies
have shown that individuals often do not perceive the existence of the GPG, even
when it is supported by economic data (Jamali et al. 2008; Lange 2008). A second
theory that attempts to explain the existence of the GPG is the “Family Obligation
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Explanation Theory”, according to which one of the factors underlying inequalities
is the responsibility of women to take care of household work, children, and family
members. A significant gender pay gap is closely related to women’s years of fertil-
ity and childcare. The “motherhood penalty” or “family gap™ and its contribution to
the GPG have been widely confirmed by microdata studies (Salverda et al. 2009).
Childhood leads to a separation of work, leading to a further loss of specific human
capital (Becker 1991; Corcoran 1977; Mincer and Ofek 1979; Mincer and Polachek
1974). In addition, mothers may receive lower returns due to an actual or perceived
decrease in commitment or effort at work. The GPG is, therefore, the result of a situ-
ation in which care work and paid employment are mutually opposed (Becker 1985).
Furthermore, “The Wage Compensation Explanation” assumes that women and men
seek different characteristics in their work, and this results in a GPG: men choose
the most challenging jobs, while women choose the most flexible hours and human
contact in the workplace. The GPG would therefore not be an existing inequality
but the result of different job choices (Filer 1985). Many other GPG explanations
(Gaiaschi 2019) are linked to a difference in the structural, organizational and/or
institutional characteristics of employment: horizontal segregation (i.e., gender dis-
tribution between sectors and occupations or vertical segregation in careers) (Blau
and Kahn 1997; England 1992; Grimshaw and Rubery 2007), geographical variation
in labor demand (Grimshaw and Rubery 2007) and organizational characteristics,
such as the level of unionization and the size of the company (Olsen and Walby
2004).

Since the late ‘80s, however, sociological and psychological research has found a
new explanation for inequalities in earned income through liberal egalitarian theo-
ries of distributive justice (Dworkin 1981; Cohen 1989; Le Grand 1991; Fleurbaey
1994; Boadway et al. 2002). More specifically, job segregation explanation theory
states that women must choose lower-paid jobs and less advantageous positions than
men. Gender segregation, according to this theory, is built into work hierarchies,
supported by stereotypes and workplace relationships (Le Grand 1991); moreover,
consistent with liberal egalitarian theories, income inequalities are the result of indi-
vidual opportunities and choices. Therefore, society should redistribute resources
to give people the opportunity to achieve their idea of a “good life” only through
individual choice and ensuring fair access to resources (Loo 2016; Cappelen and
Tungodden 2017). Behavioral economics research has shown that people, consistent
with liberal egalitarian theories, seem to attribute inequalities to individual choices
while rejecting the possibility that economic inequalities result from luck or access
to resources (Konow 2001; Frohlich and Oppenheimer 2004; Oppenheimer 2012;
Cappelen et al. 2014).

To date, very limited attention has been given to verify these assumptions, and
the experimental data are rather controversial, highlighting the lack of general agree-
ment: from a scientific point of view, none of these theories can by itself explain the
GPG phenomenon, which is—as mentioned—due to a set of nonexhaustive factors.
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The present study

The gender pay gap persists as a problem in Europe (Eurostat 2018), and the
implementation of social policies also depends on how the phenomenon is per-
ceived within a determined culture. Psychological variables such as attitudes
toward gender roles can influence the perception of the phenomena and, conse-
quently, affect the implementation of social policies. Because of the limited atten-
tion given to the psychological factors underlying the GPG, such as attitudes
toward gender roles and decision-making styles, research comparing different
European countries could provide an accurate overview of the European situa-
tion. Therefore, Italy promoted a cross-national psychological study to investigate
the perception of the GPG and its determinants among employees at small- and
medium-sized enterprises in 5 EU countries (Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic,
Greece, Italy); the project provides detailed results for the GPG in all participat-
ing countries, also considering unregistered forms of remuneration, such as bonus
payments, project payments or seasonal payments.

For this reason, as part of the project, a survey was conducted based on a short
questionnaire that aimed to identify the main factors linked to the perception of
the GPG. The empirical research approach adopted for this study considered psy-
chological and individual factors that are known to play a role in the perception
of gender roles and, therefore, the perceptions of the GPG phenomenon.

It is known that individuals with a traditional gender role orientation tend to
perceive the gender pay gap less than those with a more egalitarian gender role
orientation (Duehr and Bono 2006). Additionally, perception of workplace and
overall gender inequality could moderate the perception of the gender pay gap.
Finally, gender concentration (i.e., organizations with more male or female indi-
viduals among their employees) may affect how the gender pay gap is perceived
among employees.

Demographic information has a deep impact on how individuals balance their
work life and personal life, likely influencing their perception of the gender pay
gap. For instance, studies have reported that older people have more traditional
views about the role of women in the workplace, that married people are less
concerned about the gender pay gap than unmarried people and that highly edu-
cated individuals are more aware and critical of this issue than less educated peo-
ple (Judge and Livingston 2008; Paul 2006). Moreover, social differences in how
gender inequalities are addressed may also influence how social problems are
approached within nations (Smith 2012).

Research Question 1 identify, using the aggregated data from the 5 countries,
the possible relationships between personal characteristics
and gender orientation and perceived gender equality in the
workplace.

Research Question 2 identify, within the 5 countries, the presence of any differ-
ences in gender orientation and perceived gender equality in
the workplace.
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A body of experimental literature has investigated cooperation using the dual-
process framework on decision-making (Evans 2008); the dual-process contains
two types of cognitive processes: automatic (intuitive) and controlled (deliberative).
A cooperative and participatory workplace promotes an egalitarian workplace; for
instance, recently, Lotz (2015) showed that cooperation and intuition are related in
an asymmetric context that allocates the gains from cooperation differently among a
group. To the best of our knowledge, no studies investigate this relationship in the
context of the gender pay gap.

Research Question 3 assess a possible functional relationship between the per-
ceived self-reported GPG and the variables examined (e.g.,
decision-making, workplace equality, gender orientation).

Although research has been conducted on psychological aspects in perceived
self-reported GPG, no single study has investigated this phenomenon in Europe;
therefore, this paper aims to improve the comprehension of the phenomenon from a
psychological perspective.

Method
Participants

Data were collected from October 2014 to November 2016 from five countries
(Bulgaria, Austria, Greece, the Czech Republic, and Italy). A total of 1227 partici-
pants joined the research; of those, 696 were female, 502 were male, and 29 did
not indicate gender. In detail, 33% were Bulgarian, 4.6% were Austrian, 17% were
Greek, 30.3% were Czech and 15.1% were Italian. A total of 55.9% were married or
in a registered partnership, 8.8% were divorced or separated, 11.2% were widowed,
and 21.1% were single. Twenty-three percent of participants were between 18 and
32 years old, 47.3% were between 33 and 47 years old, and the remaining 21.7%
were between 48 and 72 years old (Table 1).

Materials

Since no questionnaires investigate the psychological perception of the Gen-
der Pay Gap, a questionnaire was created for the research to collect the following
information.

Demographic and salary information.

The first section was designed to collect information about gender, age, marital
status, caregiving responsibility for children, and elderly or disabled relatives. The
second section investigated data about the work and the organization, such as work
position and contract type.
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Table 1 Sociodemographic and employment characteristics of the study sample

Sociodemographic and employment characteristics

M (SD) or % (N)

Age (years)

18-32

33-47

48-72

Gender

Women

Men

Present marital status
Married or in a registered partnership
Divorced or separated
Cohabiting

Widowed

Single

Do you have children?
Yes

No

Do you take care of elderly and/or disabled relatives?
Yes

No

Employment contract
Part time

Full time

Employment relationship
Permanent

Fixed-Term

Temporary

23% (278)
47.3% (573)
29.8% (360)

58.1 (696)
41.9 (502)

55.9% (680)
8.8% (107)
11.2% (136)
2.0% (24)
22.1% (269)

65.9% (799)
34.1% (413)

25.8% (305)
74.2% (875)

75.5% (923)
24.5% (300)

83.3% (1016)
11.9% (145)
4.8% (59)

Gender equality perception

The third section of the questionnaire investigated some variables that are known
to affect the perceived self-reported gender pay gap. This was investigated
through a scale, named “perceived gender equality in the workplace”, focused
on the perception of equality in the workplace (e.g., “in your opinion, how much
gender equality is there in your workplace™); a Likert scale was used; partici-
pants were asked to rate how strongly they agreed with each statement. Addi-
tionally, gender orientation was investigated through items referring to a positive
role of women in society (e.g., “women should play a more active role in politics
to diversify the range of policy competencies”, positive gender orientation) and
items that refer to a more traditional/stereotyped role of women (e.g., “women’s
place is at home, not in the office or the store”, negative gender orientation).
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Decision-making

Finally, a scale for decision-making style (preference for intuition and delib-
eration—PID; Betsch 2004; Betsch and Kuntz 2008) distinguishing between a
more intuitive and a more deliberative style was included in the questionnaire.
Coherently with the project, the aim was to investigate the possible relationships
between how individuals perceive the gender pay gap and their decision-making
style. The PID scale measures a person’s tendency to use a particular decision-
making style (Betsch 2004). The scale is composed of two subscales, intuition,
and deliberation, and shows good internal consistency. The first is a scale of pref-
erence for intuition when making decisions, and the second is a preference to
rely on explicit knowledge and planning. The PID consists of 19 items that are
presented as questions or statements. Survey respondents were assessed on a five-
point Likert scale.

Perceived self-reported gender pay gap

To identify the presence of self-reported GPG perception, specific questions about
perceived salary and fair salary were administered; the difference between these
two data points was analyzed for any gaps between the two genders. Because of
the self-report nature of the item, the potential for intrinsic bias should be consid-
ered. This method was chosen for two reasons: first, to reduce possible intrinsic
bias by creating a third variable; and second, we assumed that if individual per-
ceptions of the GPG exist, the perceived salary and the reported fair salary will
follow this trend, showing a gender difference between men and women, whereas
the differential should neutralize these differences.

Statistical analysis

A total of 1227 questionnaires were delivered to the five countries mentioned
above: Bulgaria, Austria, Greece, the Czech Republic, and Italy. Statistical analy-
sis was performed using SPSS software (version 25.0).

In this study, for an overview of the five European countries involved, the
whole sample was first analyzed. Subsequently, analyses were conducted to com-
pare the countries on variables that might predict the perception of the GPG:
perceived gender equality in the workplace and gender orientation (positive or
negative). Sociodemographic characteristics were investigated. ANOVA was
performed to identify possible differences in the perceived self-reported GPG
between age groups, gender, present marital status, and presence/absence of chil-
dren. To identify whether our variables predicted perceived self-reported GPG,
multiple regressions were conducted on the total sample and among the different
countries to investigate associations between variables of perceived self-reported
GPG and personal characteristics.
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Results

Gender and age differences in job satisfaction, perceived gender equality
in the workplace and gender orientation (positive or negative)

ANOVA was conducted to compare the differences between females and males in
negative gender orientation and positive gender orientation. Statistically signifi-
cant results emerged for negative gender orientation (F; ;35y=24.37, p<0.001)
and positive gender orientation (F(; ;55 =44.42, p<0.001) between groups. Men
showed higher average scores in negative gender orientation, while women showed
higher average scores in a gender equal view of society. No significant differences
were found between men and women in job satisfaction and gender equality in the
workplace (Table 2).

Regarding the three age groups, there was a statistically significant difference
in negative gender orientation (F(, j197,=4.23, p<0.05), positive gender orien-
tation (Fp, 1196 =5.51, p<0.001) and perceived gender equality in the workplace
(Fo, 1164y=3-41, p<0.05). Post hoc comparison using the Tukey HSD revealed a sta-
tistically significant difference between the 18—32 age range and the others for nega-
tive gender orientation, with the 18-32 age group (M =2.07, SD=0.97) showing a
lower mean score than the other two groups (33-47, M=2.27, SD=0.99; 48-72,
M=228, SD=1.07), while the 18-32 age range (M =3.56, SD=0.77) and 48-72
age range (M =3.77, SD=0.84) differed in positive gender orientation, with the for-
mer group showing lower scores than the latter group, while no differences emerged
between the 18-32 and 33-47 age groups and the 33—47 and 48-72 age groups.
Last, there was a statistically significant difference in perceived gender equality in
the workplace between the 18-32 age range (M =2.86, SD=0.97) and 3347 age
group (M=3.07, SD=1.09). No significant difference among the three groups was
evident in job satisfaction (Table 3).

Marital status, presence or absence of children, and caregiving responsibility
differences in job satisfaction, perceived gender equality in the workplace
and gender orientation (positive or negative)

There was a statistically significant difference among the five marital status groups
in negative gender orientation (F4 1599, =4.60, p<0.001). Post hoc comparisons
using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean score for the married group

Table 2 Differences between

o Female Male
men and women in job
satisfaction, perceived gender Job satisfaction 2.46 (.78) 2.44 (.80)
equality in the workplace, and .
gender orientation (positive or Gender equality in the workplace 2.96 (1.08) 3.07 (1.04)
negative) Positive gender orientation 3.80 (.78)* 3.48 (.83)*
Negative gender orientation 2.10 (97)* 2.40 (1.06)*

M (SD)
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Table 3 Differences between group ages in job satisfaction, perceived gender equality in the workplace,
and gender orientation (positive or negative)

18-32 33-47 48-72
Job satisfaction 2.49 (.79) 2.43 (.79) 2.49 (.80)
Gender equality in the workplace 2.86 (97)* 3.07 (1.08)* 2.98 (1.09)
Positive gender orientation 33.56 (77)* 3.66 (.82) 3.77 (.84)*
Negative gender orientation 2.07 (97)* 2.27 (.99)* 2.28 (1.07)*

M (SD)

in the negative gender orientation (M =2.31, SD=1.02) was statistically signifi-
cant, unlike the single condition (M =2.03, SD =0.92). However, the other mari-
tal status groups did not significantly differ from the married and single groups,
either in negative gender orientation or on the other scales (Table 4). There were
also significant differences between the group with children and the group with-
out children on negative gender orientation (F; 1,99)=22.65, p<0.001) and on
positive gender orientation (F(; 195y=6.90, p <0.01). Post hoc comparisons using
the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean score for the presence of children
group on “Positive Gender Orientation” (M =3.71, SD=0.82) was statistically
significant, unlike for the absence of children condition (M =3.58, SD=0.80).
Furthermore, for “Negative Gender Orientation”, the presence of children group
was statistically significant (M =2.32, SD=1.02), unlike the absence of children
condition (M =2.03, SD=0.97). Parents had a higher mean score on both scales
with respect to the childless group, while no difference was found in job satisfac-
tion and gender equality in the workplace (Table 5). The results showed no sig-
nificant differences in mean scores on any of the scales for people with caregiving
responsibility for elderly or disabled relatives.

Table 4 Differences between present marital status in job satisfaction, perceived gender equality in the
workplace, and gender orientation (positive or negative)

Married/ Divorced/separated Cohabiting Widowed  Single
registered
partnership
Job satisfaction 2.44 (78) 242 (81) 245(79) 241(87) 2.51(.80)
Gender equality in the 3.02 (1.07) 3.11 (1.10) 3.15(1.10) 2.64 (1.24) 2.84 (.97)
workplace
Positive gender orientation 3.71 (.81) 3.70 (.85) 3.66 (.77) 3.61(1.03) 3.55(,81)
Negative gender orienta- 2.31 (1.02)* 2.31(1.03) 2.08 (1.09) 2.38(1.06) 2.03 (.92)*
tion
M (SD)
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Table 5 Differences between presence or absence of children in job satisfaction, perceived gender equal-
ity in the workplace, and gender orientation (positive or negative)

Presence of children Absence of children
Job satisfaction 2.45 (.78) 2.46 (.80)
Gender equality in the workplace 3.04 (1.09) 2.93(1.01)
Positive gender orientation 3.71 (.82)* 3.58 (.80)*
Negative gender orientation 2.32 (1.02)* 2.03 (97)*

M (SD)

Differences among countries in perceived gender equality in the workplace
and gender orientation (positive or negative)

To investigate the possible differences among countries in gender orientation and
in perceived gender equality in the workplace, an ANOVA was conducted, and
the different countries were compared on all the target variables of the question-
naire. The results showed statistically significant differences among the countries
in negative gender orientation (F4 j5;,=40.34, p<0.001), in positive gender
orientation (F4 j519,=27.31, p<0.001), and in perceived gender equality in the
workplace (F4177)=39.01, p<0.001). Post hoc comparison using the Tukey
HSD revealed statistically significant differences in negative gender orientation
between Austria (M =1.51, SD=0.78) and Bulgaria (M =2.54, SD=1.11), Aus-
tria and Greece (M =2.11, SD=0.77), Austria and the Czech Republic (M =2.35,
SD=0.93), and Bulgaria and Italy (M =1.59, SD=0.89); differences were also
found between Greece and all the other countries involved in the research and
between the Czech Republic and Italy. For positive gender orientation, post hoc
comparison revealed a difference only between the Czech Republic (M =3.32,
SD=0.72) and every other country involved in the research: Austria (M =3.87,
SD=0.73), Bulgaria (M =3.82, SD=0.89), Greece (M =3.87, SD=0.61), and
Italy (M =3.77, SD=0.85). Finally, regarding perceived gender equality in the
workplace, each group differs from the others, apart from the Czech Republic
(M=2.85, SD=0.90) and Italy (M=3.00, SD=1.17); Greece showed a lower
perceived gender equality in the workplace (M =2.44, SD =0.80), while Bulgaria
(M=3.35, SD=1.11) and Austria (M =3.85, SD=0.99) showed higher scores
(Table 6).

Table 6 Differences among countries in perceived gender equality in the workplace and gender orienta-
tion (positive or negative)

Austria Bulgaria Czech Republic Greece Italy
Gender equality in the work- 3.85(99)* 3.35(1.11)* 2.85(.90) 2.44 (.80)* 3.00 (1.17)
place
Positive gender orientation 3.87 (73)* 3.82(.89)* 3.32 (.72)* 3.87 (.61)* 3.77 (.85)*
Negative gender orientation 1.51 (0.78)* 2.54 (1.11)* 2.35(.93)* 2.11 (77)* 1.59 (.89)*
M (SD)
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Table7 Stepwise regression

Beta t Sig
(Constant) 10.676 .000
PID_deliberation 244 9.705 .000
Negative gender orientation —.197 —17.042 .000
Gender —.134 -4.816 .000
Job satisfaction .072 2.566 .010

Dependent variable: Self-reported Gender Pay Gap; Variable
Excluded: Positive Gender Orientation, PID_Intuition

Table 8 Stepwise regression

(Bulgaria) Beta t Sig
(Constant) 2.634 .009
Positive gender orientation .368 6.871 .000
Job satisfaction -.174 -3.253 .001

Dependent variable: Self-reported Gender Pay Gap; Variable
Excluded: Negative Gender Orientation, PID_Intuition, PID_Delib-
eration, Gender

Differences in reported monthly salary

Overall, women reported earning a lower net monthly salary than men
(F1.1008)=9-758, p<0.01). There was also a statistically significant difference
between men and women in fair perceived salary (F(; ;972,=10.296, p<0.001),
while there was no statistically significant difference between men and women in
the differential between fair perceived salary and current net monthly salary.
Based on the literature review, a stepwise regression analysis was conducted
to identify whether perceived self-reported GPG could be predicted by any of
the variables, including gender, job satisfaction, decision-making style (intuitive
and deliberative), gender orientation (positive and negative), and perceived work-
place equality; gender, job satisfaction, deliberative decision-making style and
negative gender orientation were significant in predicting perceived self-reported
GPG (F 4, 1145y=44.32, p<0.001, R*>=0.13). Overall, these results suggest dif-
ferences between men and women and between different age groups in perceived
self-reported GPG, but these differences themselves are not the only variables
predicting the different perceptions of this phenomenon (Table 7). Moreover, to
detect differences among the five countries, the same stepwise regression analy-
sis was conducted in each country. The results showed that in Austria and Italy,
perceived self-reported GPG was not predicted by any of the variables included
in the equation. Different results emerged from Bulgaria (F(; 599,=29.59,
p<0.001, R>=0.17; Table 8), where job satisfaction and positive gender orien-
tation were found to be significant predictors of perceived self-reported GPG,
from Greece, where only job satisfaction predicted perceived self-reported GPG
(F, 193=22.92, p<0.001, R?>=0.10; Table 9) and the Czech Republic, where
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Table9 Stepwise regression

Bet: t Si
(Greece) et '
(Constant) —1.453 148
Job satisfaction 326 4.787 .000

Dependent variable: Self-reported Gender Pay Gap; Variable
Excluded: Negative Gender Orientation, Positive Gender Orienta-
tion, PID_Intuition, PID_Deliberation, Gender

deliberative decision-making style was the only predictor of perceived GPG
(F 1. 356=3.97, p<0.05, R*=0.01; Table 10).

Discussion

There is a considerable disparity in the way countries have become aware of dis-
crimination issues and, therefore, in the way they have addressed the fight against
the gender pay gap, and the basic principles have been embraced very unevenly. The
findings of this study contribute to the growing body of literature documenting the
gender pay gap (Bishu and Alkadry 2017; Jamali et al. 2008; Rubery et al. 2005).
The main strength of this research lies in having aggregated and split data from the
five European Union countries; these data gave an overview, through a single ques-
tionnaire for all the countries, of the perceived gender pay gap situation.

Overall, women report a lower net monthly salary than men; moreover, their per-
ception of what a fair salary might be is lower than that of men. Nevertheless, the
difference between the perceived fair wage and the earned salary showed no differ-
ence between men and women, which means that even though men perceived their
salary earned as higher, they still find it different from the perceived fair wage. It
could be assumed that women’s acceptance of a lower salary results from an estima-
tion of their work value: if women perceive themselves as less professionally desir-
able, they will tend to accept a different salary and a lower work position than their
male colleagues.

Results from the five aggregated European countries

Our first research goal was to investigate by using aggregated data whether, regard-
less of country, gender orientation and perceived gender equality in the workplace
were significantly different based on specific demographic variables. We found that

Table 10 Stepwise regression

4 Beta t Sig
(Czech Republic)
(Constant) —1.340 181
PID_deliberation .105 1.992 .047

Dependent variable: Self-reported Gender Pay Gap; Variable
Excluded: Negative Gender Orientation, Positive Gender Orienta-
tion, PID_Intuition, Gender, Job Satisfaction
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women tend to have a more equal view of society, while men tend to have a more
stereotypical view of gender roles; different gender orientations may affect the per-
ception of gender roles (e.g., whether women can work in politics or men can take
care of their children, as in Kupers 2005), leading to different career choices, as hap-
pens in many Western countries, where women are overrepresented in health care
roles but are underrepresented in leadership positions (Croft et al. 2015; Leopold
et al. 2016). Moreover, the “glass ceiling” and the “glass escalator” phenomena
tend to favor men and older people in reaching management positions. Particularly
in organizational contexts, managerial positions are held by people with a negative
gender orientation (Williams 2013; Davis 2019).

Furthermore, our results showed that a greater perception of couple and parental
life could be a mediating factor in the perception of gender roles; this result could be
interesting to explore in future research, including the gender of children among the
variables.

Results among the five European countries

Second, we compared the different countries on the same variables (i.e., gender ori-
entation, perceived gender equality in the workplace) to identify possible diversities.
The five countries differ in gender orientation and perceived gender equality in the
workplace: it can be assumed that different economic and social policies influence
the population of the individual countries differently in their perception of gender
differences. European countries have many differences in socioeconomic and social
welfare policies, particularly regarding equality in employment. Recent data suggest
that wage discrepancies remain stable across nations (Boll and Lagemann 2018);
moreover, heterogeneity across countries was observed with respect to certain moti-
vations and characteristics of men and women underlying the GPG. Middle and
Eastern European countries show markedly lower levels of gaps, with some excep-
tions confirmed by our results where the Czech Republic and Bulgaria show higher
gender inequality in the workplace. Low and moderate gaps were observed in the
countries of Western and Southern Europe (e.g., Italy), respectively. According to
our findings, Greece has the second-lowest level of perceived gender equality in the
workplace, showing higher scores on the negative and positive gender orientations.
These findings are consistent with Plantenga et al. (2009), who found that Italy and
Greece seem to still be far from gender equality in the workplace: although Plant-
enga et al.’s (2009) study was conducted several years ago, this finding is still rel-
evant, according to our research, as well as in Boll and Lagemann (2018) .

Predictors of the gender pay gap

Finally, a further interesting aspect is linked to the predictors of the perceived self-
reported gender pay gap. In fact, when investigating which predictors were signifi-
cant for the whole sample, the results were very different from those emerging from
individual countries. Certainly, job satisfaction, which seems to be a predictor for
the whole sample, including Bulgaria and Greece, could play an important role in
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the perception of pay differences; this result is also present in a study by Clark and
Oswald (1996), but to the best of our knowledge, no similar recent studies focus on
this topic. Given its importance, future research should investigate the commonali-
ties between job satisfaction and perceptions of the GPG; research that considers the
differences and commonalities between individual countries may allow the imple-
mentation of social policies at European and national levels.

These findings point to several directions for future research on GPG, as the vari-
ables influencing the gender pay gap are multiple and can affect the perception and
the phenomenon itself. The fact that decision-making styles, although differing
between age groups and genders, do not influence the perception of the GPG does
not exclude, however, that they might influence how the GPG is experienced; there-
fore, studies on decision-making could be more oriented in this direction.

Limitations and future directions

Despite the novel contribution of this study, some of its limitations warrant discus-
sion. For instance, different small- and medium-sized enterprises were contacted,
but only a few of them agreed to circulate the questionnaire among employees
despite guarantees of anonymity and confidentiality. This result reduced the poten-
tial representativeness of the sample, especially in some countries. It is important to
remember that one of the main difficulties of this survey was the cultural approach
to the pay gap and retribution. In certain cultures, the amount of salary is consid-
ered a private component of one’s life, and consequently, some participants were not
willing to respond to key items of the questionnaire. For these reasons, the number
of respondents from Austria was extremely small, which meant that the five samples
were too different in size to be deeply compared. Future research should investigate
whether the underlying processes of the GPG are the same in other European coun-
tries; additionally, future studies could conduct a similar survey to see if the situ-
ation differs from the one presented in this paper due to years of different welfare
policies.

Conclusion

The European Union has set itself the objective of promoting equal opportunities
through the elimination of the gender pay gap. The Treaty on the Functioning of the
European Union (TFEU) states in Article 157 that men and women as workers must
receive equal pay for equal work or work of equal value. Indeed, the European Com-
mission has adopted a “Strategic Commitment for Gender Equality 2016-2019”,
which reaffirms its commitment to continue to promote equality between men and
women by fighting against female poverty (Official Journal of the European Union
2008).

Labor costs and, consequently, wages are important elements within the labor
market. In fact, they reflect the relationship between the labor demand of compa-
nies and the labor supply of individuals (Eurostat 2019). From these premises,
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the underlying reasons for the gender pay gap can include different labor force
participation levels, the incidence of part-time employment among women com-
pared to men, and the different attitudes of public and private organizations
toward career development and parental leave or care for elderly and/or disabled
family members.

While the focus of the research is on the gender pay gap, the paper has presented
more broadly interesting empirical insights into the perception of discrimination at
work by female and male employees. The traditional approach for explaining the
gender pay gap has mainly focused on the weaknesses of women compared to men.
This approach, however, does not consider the fact that women, until a few years
ago, did not have access to higher education levels and relevant professional experi-
ence and to careers or positions of power. Another aspect concerns, for example,
the combination of a professional career and private life: the role of caring for the
family, explained by the family obligation explanation theory (Salverda et al. 2009).
Women, therefore, have always managed to combine domestic work, performed
at home and without pay, with professional work, carried out elsewhere and paid.
Moreover, this approach has neglected apparently less important factors that influ-
ence and could explain how the gender pay gap is perceived.

Although this study focuses on perceived gender pay gaps, the findings may have
an impact on examining differences between gender orientation in males and females
that could influence perceived equality in the workplace. The difference in negative
gender orientation between males and females could be explained by looking at the
role men have in the hierarchy of enterprises. Men, typically leading organizations
or in relevant positions, might have a view of society that is more oriented toward
benevolent sexism and a more stereotypical view of the role of women in society.
This attitude is also reflected in personnel selection in relation to male and female
roles, which leads to the perpetuation of stereotyped gender roles. Therefore, in the
labor market, factors such as negative or positive gender orientation maintain or
reduce gender differences.

Future studies could investigate whether the determinants of the GPG may differ
across countries; this result could depend on the specific labor market dynamics in
each country. Determinants within the human capital approach could be effective
and rather stable across countries; however, psychological determinants also modu-
late the GPG, again in different ways among countries. The variability in the nature
and effectiveness of determinants may suggest the implementation of country-spe-
cific and tailored countermeasures. The results presented in this work can be consid-
ered as suggestions for further studies in the European context.
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