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The gender pay gap must go
Women are doing more, so why are they still earning less than men? It's time
we demolish all forms of gender inequality

Pretty much all women in Singapore take certain things for granted: freedom of

movement, the right to an education and a passport, and easy access to open a bank

account and start a company. These are givens. Where we were born became a large

part of our destiny.

But this is not enough. Women here also want gender equality and pay parity. At a

Milken Institute Women Leaders' Summit in Singapore, I was reminded of how long

we have pushed for this when a 20something woman asked the acclaimed,

international panel: "For decades, we have been talking about women's empowerment

without raising the bar in a significant manner. What more can we do?"

The truth is, women are doing more - earning more bachelor's degrees than men and

even staying in the workforce at the same rate as men, according to a Women In The

Workplace 2018 report by McKinsey & Company.

Women are walking the talk, though still earning less than men in almost every

category, even among female-centric occupations. We are also under-represented in

senior management, with female chief executive officers making up only 9 per cent of

Singapore businesses polled by The Business Times last year.

So, what can the average woman, with no powerful corporate position, do to change

and uplift the status of women?
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A moral army of women demanded an end to sexual violence, harassment and

discrimination with the #MeToo and #TimesUp movements. Having begun to reshape

our work spaces and social lives, these efforts, which took the world by storm, must

continue as we fight for what we know is right.

Calling out all forms of sexism, every single time, never ignoring or laughing through it

in the office or personal lives, we must stand up to routine chauvinism. Think: having

to show more evidence of competence than male equivalents, dealing with a

demeaning innuendo, being mistaken for someone in a more junior position and even

having a sexual assault diminished by the use of a euphemism like "caress".
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Such a strong stance makes some uncomfortable. "You (women) are becoming too

focused on the small details," a male friend complained to me. He pointed to "the

greatest living opera singer Placido Domingo" facing sexual harassment accusations as

"painful, going too far". Men were allowed to act like this in the past, he said.

"But if he did violate women, he must be charged and convicted," I responded, to his

chagrin. Only with our singular focus and intent, staring down unacceptable

behaviour, will it cease.

I am ashamed to admit I recently accepted offensive behaviour at an event, when a

local comedian performed. As he joked about rape, not at length but explicitly, I

watched jaws drop around the room, some faces blank and speechless, while a few

laughed nervously. Not one woman, nor man, protested or walked out.

I discussed the offensive remarks post-show with several high-powered women, some

of them practising lawyers. One said: "But what can we do? He's a comedian." I hated

myself for not getting up and leaving.

The days of being passive and accepting offensive remarks against women are over.

This is never comedy. I vowed to walk out if I am in this situation again.

I have had to give up some rap music, which I adore, particularly when exercising. I

refuse to listen to rhymes and lyrics packed with profanities that defile women.

Accepted attacks, verbal or otherwise, on women are pervasive and always wrong.

Eminem, one of my faves - are you listening?
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When the infamous Victoria's Secret fashion show, which boasts "glamazons" - always

fitting the perfect female stereotype - strutting down the runway in skimpy lingerie

(with massive wings, also known as angels), was cancelled for this year, I could not

help but applaud.

In Britain, the Advertising Standards Authority media watchdog has banned

advertisements that promote gender stereotypes. No more females pushing vacuum

cleaners as men sit on sofas watching television. Hear, hear.

Perhaps we are at a juncture when legislation is required to set the new normal.

Present, accepted gender norms, indoctrinated by media, family, even schools, must

be removed, making them anything but normal.

As parents and employers, we shape those around us. What if every man hiring went

out of his way to hire a female or, better yet, a minority female? What if fathers woke

early to cook breakfast for the family? What if they were in charge of the grocery

shopping, while mum topped up the petrol? Already, many women are the top

breadwinners in families. Old-fashioned norms need to be tossed out pronto.

Men continue to have the power and, thus, the responsibility to change the inequality

by hiring and promoting with fairness. Levelling the playing field cannot be lip-

service and left to female-only diversity task groups.

Of course, I am not blind to the glass ceiling, glass cliff and even glass cellar that

women confront, but we must continue to chip away at these, actively, every single

day. Actually - let's start demolishing. Men, we need your help.

Fortunately, I see a brighter future. While my generation dreamt of a seat at the

boardroom table, Gen-Z women will demand, not hope, for the seat. Present-day

young women will not co-exist peacefully and silently when they are not respected

and equal.

I find enormous comfort knowing my two educated, hard-working daughters will

never need a man. Since they are only 11 and 16, I am perhaps premature in this

prediction, but I remain optimistic. I am not suggesting they should not marry, but

they will never need a man to take care of them, which has been the role of males in



8/6/2021 The gender pay gap must go, Life News & Top Stories - The Straits Times

https://www.straitstimes.com/lifestyle/the-gender-pay-gap-must-go 6/8

women's lives until the last century. Our daughters will seek a partner, a genuine

partner, because in the present day, with working couples, women still do twice as

much housework and spend three times more on childcare than their male "partners".

Although I know Gen-Z females in Singapore running venture capitalist, technology

and social enterprises, we need more because women on boards and in leadership

positions boost profitability.

A Financial Times article, written by Jessica Alsford, global head of sustainability

research at Morgan Stanley, stated: "Globally, the most gender-diverse companies

outperformed their regional benchmarks by 1.7 percentage points on average each

year." Women are good for the bottom line.

Most of us do not have a mighty platform to ensure females gain the respect,

credibility and positions we deserve, but each of us has a voice. I was heartened earlier

this year when National University of Singapore undergraduate Monica Baey used

social media to speak out against her university's punishment of a fellow student who

had filmed her in a shower on campus.

Ultimately the university admitted to failing her, assured her it would take a tougher

stand in the future, set up a victim support unit and vowed to improve security on

campus. Ms Baey's voice made a difference.

Recently, American philanthropist Melinda Gates announced her commitment to use

her sway, writing in Time magazine: "I am committing US$1 billion to expanding

women's power and influence in the United States."

She understands the time is now.

Our actions and steps, big and small, will accumulate into a domino effect, building

gender norms that favour everyone. We must be bold, make the time, for if we remain

idle, the World Economic Forum suggests we have another 202 years until we bridge

the present gender pay gap.

Join ST's Telegram channel here and get the latest breaking news delivered to you.

https://t.me/TheStraitsTimes

