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BY KIMBERLY OLSON

W
hile working 
at a leadership 
development 
organization, 
Alli Myatt was 
chief operating 

of� cer, so she saw everyone’s salaries. 
“I found out that I was paid much 
less than every other member of the 
leadership team, which was nutty to 
me, because they knew I was going to 
see the numbers,” she says.

Myatt managed to address all 
pay inequities across the system—
including her own salary—but the 
experience was a gut punch.  “Not 
only was I not being paid fairly when 
I got my paycheck, but it meant I got 
less for performance bonuses because 
that’s a percentage of pay,” she says.  
“I got less retirement money, because 
that’s a percentage of pay. I got less 
retirement matching. It really made 
me angry.” 

And not for the � rst time. A previous 
employer told her that the organiza-
tion didn’t negotiate salaries—and 
then she learned that wasn’t the case. 
She also discovered that a colleague—
promoted into the same position 
as Myatt, at the same time—had a 
signi� cantly higher salary. 

“I am not naive enough to believe 
that it was happening at just those 
two places,” Myatt says. The data bear 
out her hunch. Women and people 
of color continue to be paid less than 
white men for the same work, with 
the earnings gap compounding over 
time. A woman launching her career 
today can expect to face a $406,280 
wage gap over a 40-year career, ac-
cording to the National Women’s 
Law Center. For Black and Native 
American women, the typical lifetime 
loss totals nearly $1 million, and for 
Latinas, over $1.1 million.

“Pay equity is critically important, 
because there’s no better way to feel 

included than to be paid equita-
bly,” says Kellie A. McElhaney, PhD, 
founding director of the Center for 
Equity, Gender, and Leadership at the 
Haas School of Business at UC Berke-
ley.  “[Pay inequity] creates a funda-
mental lack of trust in your leadership 
in your company.”

The pandemic setback
As COVID-19 shook Corporate Amer-
ica, women stood to lose even more 
� nancial ground. Working women—
especially women of color—were more 
likely to be laid off or furloughed, 
which threatened to stall their careers 
and undermine their � nancial stability, 
according to Lean In’s Women in the 
Workplace Report 2020. 

Meanwhile, increasing challenges 
like caregiving and schooling pres-
sure led one in four working women 
to consider either downshifting their 
career or leaving it. Among work-
ing mothers, it was one in three, with 
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Black and Latina working moms—
who tend to shoulder heavier burdens 
at home—especially affected. 

Pandemic-related struggles reached 
into the upper echelons, with senior-
level women being 1.5 times as likely as 
senior-level men to consider downshift-
ing their career or exiting the workforce.

These trends translate to significant 
losses for women—in lost income dur-
ing the pandemic, future wage growth, 
and retirement income. If a woman 
earned $62,140 before the pandemic 
—the median wage for a college-
educated woman—and she returns 
to full-time work by 2022, she’ll lose 
more than $346,000 in income over 
her lifetime, according to the Center 
for American Progress. If she doesn’t 
return to work until 2024—a likely 
scenario for many women, McKinsey 
forecasts—her lifetime loss could be 
nearly $600,000. These pandemic- 
related losses only intensify the ur-
gency of closing the salary gap.   

Crucial step: data review
Amid the grim reports about salary 
gaps and pandemic-related career 
stalls, there’s good news. Equal pay 
is in the spotlight. In 2019, when the 
US women’s soccer team won their 
fourth World Cup, the crowd erupted 
with chants of “Equal pay!” in support 
of the team’s fight for fair compensa-
tion. Meanwhile, more companies are 
working to close their pay gaps, and 
some—like Salesforce, Starbucks, and 
American Express—have succeeded. 

“Increasingly, if you’re not doing it, 
you’re falling behind,” says Margrét 
Bjarnadóttir, PhD, associate professor 
of management science and statistics 
at the University of Maryland’s Robert 
H. Smith School of Business, who 
researches demographic pay gaps. 
She says that companies want to close 
their pay gaps because it’s the right 
thing to do, and also because it helps 
with recruiting and retention and 
boosts employee morale. 

But in order to close pay gaps, you 
need to know where you stand. “It’s 
critical to look at your data,” Dr. Bjar-
nadóttir says. “Without it, you’re either 
guessing that everything is fine or 
pretending that everything is fine.” 

She recalls, for example, a utility 
company that was “all in” on equity.  
Yet its data showed that high-per-
forming females were being underpaid 
compared to high-performing males, 
taking HR by surprise.  “Data can reveal 
our blind spots,” Dr. Bjarnadóttir says.

Sometimes, the bias is spread un-
equally across an organization.  “We 
have different departments, locations, 
and managers,” Dr. Bjarnadóttir says. 
“We might see in the data that some 
employees seem to be facing more bias 
in their compensation than others.”

Viewing pay data from various 
angles is key.  “Those who are pushing 
forward on their pay equity journey 
are incorporating pay equity into all of 
their salary decisions, whether that’s 
hiring or promotions or thinking about 
opportunity gaps,” Dr. Bjarnadóttir 
says.  “It’s becoming part of their DNA.” 

Salaries: out of the shadows
Conducting salary audits is important, 
and so is being transparent. When 
salaries are under wraps, women don’t 
even know they’re being underpaid. 
Today, women earn $0.80 for every 
$1 a man earns. But women who say 
that compensation is transparent at 
their organization earn $1 to $1.01 for 
every $1 earned by a man, according to 
research by PayScale.

Transparency challenges a decades-
old tradition of keeping salaries hush-
hush.  “I was a banker, and we were 
told in our onboarding that it was ille-
gal to discuss your salary with anybody 
in the company,” says Dr. McElhaney.  
“I’m 55, and I went through most of 
my life believing that.” 

Pay secrecy allows pay inequities 
to persist, but old ways of thinking 
are starting to fall away.  “Pay secrecy 
fosters discrimination, and we should 
not tolerate it,” said President Obama, 
upon signing an executive order in 2014 
requiring federal contractors to let em-
ployees discuss their salaries. Nineteen 
states also now have laws protecting 
employees’ right to share salaries. 

Many organizations now embrace 
salary transparency in some form—with 
a handful busting the old paradigm to 
bits, like Buffer, a San Francisco–based 
company that develops social media 
tools.  “We’re very, very transparent,” 
says Hailley Griffis, head of public 
relations.  “Our salaries are all on our 
website. You can see how much I 
make, how much my CEO makes.”

Buffer, which has made transparency 
a core value generally, shed light on 
its salaries back in 2013. The company 
had only a dozen people at the time—
who were fully onboard—which 
Griffis admits made it easier. 

While the bold move shocked some, 
others loved it.  “We had a huge spike 
in job applicants,” Griffis says.  “And 
over the years, we’ve heard,  ‘I want to 
work here because you really live up to 
your commitment of transparency.’”

Equal Payday
If women want to earn the annual 
salary that their white male coun-
terparts do, they need to continue 
working well into the next year. 
Here’s how far into 2021 women 
needed to work to catch up to the 
average white, non-Hispanic man’s 
2020 salary.

March 9  Asian and Pacific 
Islander women

March 24  Women on average
April 9 White women
August 3 Black women
September 8  Native American 

women
October 21 Latinas 
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equity. In August 2021, L’Oréal USA 
became the first company to receive 
the new EDGEplus certification, which 
involved evaluating their pay equity 
efforts through race/ethnicity, gender 
identity, sexual orientation, age, dis-
ability, and nationality. 

Map a plan, forge ahead
For a company, employee 
pay is usually one of its 
biggest expenses—and 
most worthy investments. 
Healthy salaries help an 
organization attract top 
talent, make employees 
more present at work, 
incentivize productivity, 
and drive financial perfor-
mance.

As companies review 
their pay data, they may discover some 
unpleasant surprises, and experts 
encourage leaders to own it.  “Tell the 
truth, tell it fast, and prioritize a focus 
on the fix,” Dr. McElhaney advises. 

But don’t just fix it once and call it 
a day.  “We know that a significant 
amount of pay gap is linked to bias, and 
you can’t do a one-time fix for bias,” she 
adds. “So it’s got to be annually or quar-
terly that companies review and report 
on numbers, at least internally.”

Pay gaps may be expensive to fix, 
but that’s simply because companies’ 
budgets have been built on such gaps. 
Moreover, paying everyone fairly ulti-
mately improves a company’s bottom 
line. “If you believe that people should 
be paid for their labor in an equitable 
way, and you acknowledge that you 
have not been doing that, the con-
sequence is now you’re going to pay 
people properly,” Myatt says. “If you 
don’t have the budget, you might need 
to phase it in over a few years, because 
it changes people’s life outcomes—
whether they can afford to get a house, 
how much retirement they have, what 
kind of care they get at the end of life. 
You have to make it right.” IN

Younger employees, in particular, 
aren’t shy about money talk, with a 
recent Zippia survey showing that 
58 percent of workers aged 25 to 34 
are willing to share their salary.  “This 
generation views [salary transparency] 
as a barometer of trust,” Dr. McElhaney 
says. “There’s this sense of,  ‘I have the 
right to that data if I’m going to choose 
to work for you.’”

“Working at Buffer, I don’t have 
everyday stress about being paid fairly, 
because I know that I am,” Griffis says. 
“First, I can see what everyone else is 
being paid. Second, I understand our 
salary formula—and I agree with it.”  
According to PayScale, workers who 
rate their employers poorly on pay 
transparency are 80 percent more likely 
to quit in the next six months than 
those who rate their company higher. 

Buffer has no adjusted pay gap (the 
earnings gap between people who 
perform similar roles). Griffis is espe-
cially proud that the company shares 
its unadjusted pay gap (the earnings 
gap between all women and all men, 
regardless of role), which it has whit-
tled from 15 to 5 percent since 2019. 
“The unadjusted pay gap is a much 
higher standard to hold yourself to, 
and it’s not something that is shared as 
much in the industry,” Griffis says.

Moving beyond gender
As companies turn their attention to 
the gender pay gap, some have yet to 
focus on racial pay equity. There may 
be practical reasons, as gender data are 
somewhat easier to collect, but that 
isn’t the whole story.  “As a country, we 
have refused to look at racial injustice,” 
Dr. McElhaney says. “This has abso-
lutely been viewed through a white 
lens and still is.”  That’s a key reason 
why the pay gap is greater for non-
white women (see sidebar).

As companies start looking at pay 
data by gender, Dr. Bjarnadóttir says 
they tend to start asking about race 
and other dimensions too.  “Many 

companies, when faced with the 
data—the racial disparities that we 
see—often experience a wake-up 
call,” she says.  “A lot of organizations, 
thankfully, are putting into place pro-
cesses and programs to address this.” 

Alli Myatt—the woman who twice 
discovered she was being underpaid—
says it’s essential for 
companies to understand 
that inequities are deeply 
rooted in history.  “Under-
valuing Black women’s 
labor, particularly, is 
connected to slavery,” 
she says.  “After slavery 
ended, they had Black 
codes in a lot of the South 
that actually limited how 
much you could pay Black 
people. And often unions 
would fight to make sure that the 
white union members would get paid 
more than the Black workers would 
be paid. They also had laws that would 
say things like, Black women, you have 
to work for us doing this job, earning 
this amount of money.”

Eager to help raise awareness, Myatt 
participated in the OpEd Project, with 
the goal of writing about the Black 
women’s pay gap. She then ramped up 
her efforts, partnering with Courtney 
Tungate to launch The Equity Practice, 
which helps organizations address 
inequities and transform their culture. 

“So much of racism is like the air 
we breathe, and we’ve all been condi-
tioned not to see it,” Myatt says.  “We 
help people to see and eliminate those 
patterns of oppression that show up in 
our management practices—pull them 
apart and deconstruct them. Then we 
encourage them to work with their 
team to cocreate something new.”

As with issues around equity gen-
erally, pay equity can impact various 
dimensions of diversity. Edge Certified, 
launched at the World Economic forum 
10 years ago, assesses organizations 
for intersectional equity, including pay 

63%
Men are offered 

higher salaries than 
women for the 

same position at the 
same company 63 

percent of the time.
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