
Social partners 
implementing equal pay 

policy in Belgium: 
Between collective awareness, mixed understandings 

and structural limits

Veronika Lemeire - Hasselt University 
veronika.lemeire@uhasselt.be

Patrizia Zanoni - Hasselt University

Panel Equal Pay Policy in Practice: 
promises and pitfalls of social dialogue, 

ECPG conference, 9 July 2024, Ghent University



2021 – cross-sectoral social dialogue www.vbo.be

Gender equality indicators 
▪Gender Pay Gap: 

▪ Cross-sectoral: 5.0% (EU: 12.7%)
▪ Private sector: 8.1% (Public sector: 1.2%)
▪ Financial services and insurances: 19.5%
▪ Unadjusted for working time: 19.9%
▪ Gender gap in fringe benefits

▪ Female employment rate: 
▪ non-EU nationality : 29.8%
▪ Belgian nationality: 62.2%

▪Part-time work: 
▪ 40.2 % of women
▪ 12.1% of men



Gender pay gap based on gross hourly wages (industry)
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2010-2012: A broad feminist coalition across political party borders

▪ Social-democratic parties
▪ Christian-democratic parties
▪ Liberal parties
▪ Green parties
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Instruments: between full coercion and voluntary

Level
coverage

Pay reporting and screening Collective negotiations

Cross-
sectoral
Private 
sector only

GPG section in macroeconomic report of Economic 
Council

Inclusion of GPG in biannual negotiations

Sectoral

SJCs with job
classification

Screening of gender-neutrality of sectoral job 
classifications

Inclusion of GPG/ job classifications in biannual 
negotiations

Company

>50 workers

Gender breakdown of pay data in social balance 
sheet
Detailed report on pay structure (confidential)

Gender action plan

Appointment of a gender mediator

Comprehen-
sive
coverage

Full to medium coercion Low coercion / facultative incentives



Practice: Implementation hindered by legal shortcomings, economic 

constraints, and lack of positive incentives

Level Pay reporting and screening Collective negotiations

Cross-
sectoral

GPG section in macroeconomic report of Economic 
Council
• Implemented, debated, scoreboard

Inclusion of GPG in biannual negotiations
• Not included so far (context of economic crisis and 

wage moderation norm)

Sectoral Screening of gender-neutrality of sectoral job 
classifications
• Gender neutral job titles: successful
• Other questions: no monitoring/ evaluation

Inclusion of GPG/ job classifications in biannual 
negotiations
• No monitoring/ evaluation

Company Gender breakdown of pay data in social balance 
sheet
• Often incorrect wage data, no sanctions
Detailed report on pay structure (confidential)
• Often not delivered to works council
• If delivered: raw data in non-electronic format

Gender action plan
• Unimplemented in practice

Appointment of a gender mediator
• Unimplemented in practice

Monitoring
Evaluation

Formal monitoring only for sectoral screening
Monitoring by cross-sectoral trade unions
Overall evaluation by the Equality Institute

No formal monitoring
Monitoring by cross-sectoral trade unions



Impact: Between gender accommodation and gender 
transformation
• Direct impact: 

• Gender neutral job titles

• Slowly declining gender pay gap: 
• 9.6% (2014) -> 8.1% (2022, corrected working time)

• 24.3% (2014) -> 21.0% (2021, not corrected wt) 

• But: increasing dualization of labor market

• Gatekeepers: ‘learning by doing’

• Policy empowerment: inside trade unions

• At societal level: greater awareness of causes GPG



Conclusion
• Accommodation of existing gender inequalities

• Reduction of overall GPG …
• … but mainly for better skilled (women) workers

• With elements of gender transformation:
•  Societal awareness
•  Empowerment of women workers in trade unions

• Impact of economic context:
• limited wage increases
• Public austerity



Thank you for listening!

Questions? Suggestions? 
Remarks?

veronika.lemeire@uhasselt.be

mailto:veronika.lemeire@uhasselt.be


Overview
• 1945-2005: 2005-2009: Equal pay day campaigns trigger  

authoritative approach

• 2010-2012: Constructing a broad feminist coalition 

• The Gender Pay Gap Law of 2012: 
• Instruments: between full coercion and voluntary

• Practice: Implementation hindered by legal shortcomings, 
economic constraints, and lack of positive incentives

• Impact: Between symbolic policy and gender transformation
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2005-09: Equal pay day campaigns trigger authoritative approach



National 
social dialogue 

institutions
(private sector)

Parliament

Federal government

Trade unions
ACV-CSC

ABVV-FGTB
ACLVB-CGSLB

Employers’ 
associations

VBO-FEB, agriculture, 
SME, social profit, 

self-employed

Employers’ 
representatives

Enterprise-level social dialogue (social elections)
Works council, health committee, TU delegation

Workers’ representatives

System of collective 
employment relations

Sectoral social dialogue
Joint committees

Trade union federations
Sectoral employers’ 

associations


