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Abstract 

1. In the Greater Zurich Region, women still earn considerably less than men. This 
paper analyses the gender-specific development of the wages (median wages), the gender 
pay gap and the wage discrimination (Regression analysis and Blinder-Oaxaca 
decomposition) in the private sector of the Greater Zurich Region with data from the Swiss 
Earnings Structure Surveys 2002-2008. 

2. The pay gap between women and men remains large. According to 2008 salary 
structure data, it amounts to 25% (unadjusted) in the private sector in the Greater Zurich 
Region. Some 64% of this gap is attributable to differences in education, occupational 
position, job requirements, employment experience and seniority. The remaining 36%, 
however, cannot be explained by means of the applied regression model and can be 
interpreted as potential wage discrimination of women. This means that even when there are 
no differences between a woman and a man with respect to the variables listed above, she 
earns on average 9% (adjusted) less than he does. There are considerable differences in 
potential wage discrimination between industries and job activities. 

  

  1 Prepared by Roman Page, Labor & Economy, Statistics Canton of Zurich, 
roman.page@statistik.ji.zh.ch 
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 I. Background 

3. Like the Swiss Federal Statistics Office (FSO), the Statistics Canton of Zurich and 
the Office for Gender Equality Canton of Zurich jointly investigate at regular intervals the 
wages of women and men in Switzerland. First, wage gaps between women and men are 
assessed according to various variables. Secondly, detected wage gaps are analyzed in terms 
of wage discrimination. The analysis is based on the results of the Swiss Earnings Structure 
Survey (SESS) which is carried out every two years by the Swiss Federal Statistics Office 
(FSO). The results from the analysis 2008 are presented here.2 

4. Additionally, Statistics Canton of Zurich and the Office for Gender Equality Canton 
of Zurich publish facts & figures from various FSO data sources as the Labor Force Survey, 
Business Census, Population Census, etc. broken down by sex (see the information portals 
http://www.ffg.zh.ch und http://www.statistik.zh.ch ). 

 II. Median wages 

5. Wages in the Canton of Zurich (Greater Zurich Region) are generally among the 
highest in Switzerland. In 2008, the median wage in the private sector in the Greater Zurich 
Region was CHF 6 236. The Swiss average is 6 percent lower at CHF 5 777. In the private 
sector of the Greater Zurich Region the median wage earned by women (CHF 5 221) is 
clearly lower than that of men (CHF 6 958). 

 III. Gender pay gap 

6. The wage gap between women and men remains large. According to 2008 salary 
structure data, it amounts to CHF 1 737 or 25% (unadjusted) in the private sector in the 
Greater Zurich Region. These are 2% more than in the years 2002 to 2006 and 6% more 
than the Swiss average (19%). The OECD average is estimated at 16%. 

7. At the group of high-income earners, the differences between men and women are 
higher than by the group of low-income earners: the upper quartile of women is 28% lower 
than the upper quartile of men, the lower quartile of women is 21% lower. 

  

  2 See Frauenlöhne, Männerlöhne. Lohnentwicklungen in der Zürcher Privatwirtschaft 2002 bis 2008. 
Study conducted by Statistics Canton of Zurich on behalf of the Office for Gender Equality. The 
complete final report (in German) can be found on our website: 
http://www.statistik.zh.ch/dam/justiz_innern/statistik/Publikationen/statistik_info/si_2011_02_lohnstu
die.pdf. 
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Graph 1. 
Gross monthly earnings (median) in CHF 2002 to 2008 
Greater Zurich Region, by sex  
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  Source: Swiss Earnings Structure Survey. Analysis & Graphic: Statistics Canton of Zurich 

 A. Part time penalty 

8. Women are more likely than men to work part time. In the Greater Zurich Region, 
31% of the persons employed work part time (work time status lower than 90%), in the 
group of women 52%, in the group of men 13%. Part time work in majority is a women’s 
business. 76% of all part time employees in the Greater Zurich Region are women. 

9. Average part time wages are around one fifth lower than full time wages (part time 
wages converted to full time). Part time working women earn 6% less than full time 
workers, men 16% less. 

10. The need to reduce work time depends on the age of the employees. In different age 
classes, women and men show different part time pattern. Younger and older men work 
significantly more part time than their middle-aged colleagues. In contrast, women’s part 
time proportion continuously increases with age. 

-21.5% -23.0% -22.5% -25.0% 
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Graph 2. 
Gross monthly earnings by work time status and sex 
Greater Zurich Region, 2008, part time wages converted to full time 

 

 
  Source: Swiss Earnings Structure Survey. Analysis & Graphic: Statistics Canton of Zurich 

11. In the Swiss Labor Force Survey, women and men show different motives to work 
part time. Young employees, women and men, mostly work part time because of their 
formation. While part time work for men in the middle age (30-49 years) hardly is an 
option, women in that life phase often reduce their employment to take care of the children. 

12. The high gender pay gap in the Greater Zurich Region (25%) is accompanied by a 
high rate of female labor market participation (76% employment rate of women), a high rate 
of female part time work (52%) and a high female employment rate for women with lower 
education (62%).3 

 B. Low and high wage employees 

13. The percentage of low wage employees is another indicator of gender inequalities in 
terms of pay. In the Greater Zurich Region, two thirds of all full time low wage employees 
are women. In the group of high wage employees, the proportion of women is only 15%. 

Table 1. 
Low and high wage employees, proportion of women 
Greater Zurich Region, 2008 

Proportion of women

Low income employees
Full time emloyees with monthly net salary earnings < 3000 CHF (1.7%)

63.0%

High income employees
Full time emloyees with monthly net salary earnings > 8000 CHF (25.3%)

15.0%
 

  Source: Swiss Earnings Structure Survey. Analysis & Table: Statistics Canton of Zurich  

  

  3 See also Dupré (2012, p.4) and Geisberger (2012, p.3) 



Working paper 12 

5 

 IV. Wage discrimination 

14. Some 64% of the gap is attributable to differences in education, occupational 
position, job requirements, employment experience and seniority (endowment effect). The 
remaining 36%, however, cannot be explained by means of the applied regression model 
and can be interpreted as potential wage discrimination of women (discrimination effect). 
This means that even when there are no differences between a woman and a man with 
respect to the variables listed above, she earns on average 9% (adjusted) less than he does 

 Graph 3. 
 Gross monthly earnings (median) in CHF by sex and proportion of  
 unexplainable wage gap 
 Greater Zurich Region, 2008  
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   Source: Swiss Earnings Structure Survey. Analysis & Graphic: Statistics Canton of Zurich 

 

15. In 2002, the unexplainable proportion of the wage gap counted 42%. Until 2006, it 
declined to 34% and decreased in 2008 up to 36%. Throughout Switzerland, the proportion 
of potential wage discrimination of women amounts 39% (Strub/Stocker 2010), in the City 
of Zurich 35% (Böniger/Eidenbenz 2010). 

Table 2. 
Endowment effect and discrimination effect 
Greater Zurich Region, 2002-2008 

2002 2004 2006 2008

Endowment effect
Share of explainable gap

58% 62% 66% 64%

Discrimination effect
Share of unexplainable gap

42% 38% 34% 36%

 

Source: Swiss Earnings Structure Survey. Analysis & Table: Statistics Canton of Zurich 
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 V. Economic branches and job activities 

16. The economic branch and job activity play an important role in the gender-specific 
wage differences. The biggest wage differences are to be found in the financial sector 
(33%), electronic industry (32%) and research & development (30%), as well as in the job 
activities management (37%), consulting (30%) and accounting (28%).  

17. On average, 36% of wage gaps are based on unexplainable discrimination factors. 
The biggest unexplainable proportion of the wage gap register the economic branches 
construction (91%), food industry (69%) and retail trade (66%) as well as the job activities 
production (67%), machine operation (66%) and analysis (66%). 

Graph 4. 
Gender wage gap and wage discrimination by industry and job activity 
Greater Zurich Region, 2008, wage gap in % of men’s salary and not explainable proportion 
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Source: Swiss Earnings Structure Survey. Analysis & Graphic: Statistics Canton of Zurich 

 

18. Thereby, a high gender pay gap does not automatically correlate with high wage 
discrimination. In the financial sector, for example, an above-average wage gap (33%) is 
accompanied with a below-average unexplainable proportion (31%). In other words, women 
in this sector are less wage-discriminated as in other economic branches. 

 VI. Special payments 

19. The wage gap also grows because of special payments. Wage components based on 
results have grown markedly. Irregular special payments include, for example, bonuses, 
provisions, sales and profit share and gratuities. Totally, three out of ten employees in the 
Greater Zurich Region receive special payments, 36% of men, 23% of women. Men are also 
paid significantly higher sums than women. 

20. Not surprisingly, the highest special payments were paid in the financial sector where 
women not only earned 33% less, but also purchased 63% less special payments than their 
male colleagues. 
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 VII. Method 

21. Statistics Canton of Zurich uses approximately the same method, data and variables 
as the Federal Statistics Office (FOS) and Statistics City of Zurich.4 Starting point to 
calculate the unexplainable wage differential between women and men with the SESS is a 
regression model, which is estimated for women and men separately. The dependent 
variable ln(Y) is the logarithm of a standardized monthly wage rate (based on a 42-hour 
workweek). The standard procedure to decompose wage differentials is the Blinder-Oaxaca 
decomposition. 

 VIII. Swiss Earnings Structure Survey 

22. Conducted every two years in October since 1994, the Swiss Earnings Structure 
Survey (SESS) is based on a written questionnaire sent to companies. It provides 
representative data for all economic branches (except for agriculture), thereby enabling us to 
describe the structure of earnings in Switzerland on a regular basis. The survey focuses not 
only on economic branches and company size, it also considers employee- and job-related 
characteristics such as level of education, professional position, years of service, level of 
qualifications required for the job and type of activity carried out within the company. 

23. In 2008, the Earnings Structure Survey covered 44’600 private and public sector 
companies and government offices. By including approximately 1.3 million employees, the 
SESS provides a representative overview of the wage situation of employees working in 
industry and the service sector throughout Switzerland and its major regions. For the year 
2008, the data (extrapolated) refer to approximately 2.5 million employees. The survey is 
representative of all branches of the economy with the exception of agriculture. For the 
Greater Zurich Region, the SESS covered 8’000 private sector companies with around 
330’000 employees. The data (extrapolated) refer to approximately 590’000 employees .The 
proportion of women in these companies is 36 percent. 

 IX. Outlook 

24. In the Greater Zurich Region, the average wage gap between women and men in the 
private sector decreased from 25.0% to 23.8% in 2010.  

  
4 See Bentz, Dominic / Tschannen, Andrea (2007), Böniger, Michael /Eidenbenz, Eva (2010), Häfliger, Judith (2010), 

Strub, Silvia / Stocker, Désirée (2010), Page, Roman (2011) 
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Graph 5. 
Gross monthly earnings (median) in CHF 2002 to 2010 
Greater Zurich Region, by sex 
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Source: Swiss Earnings Structure Survey. Analysis & Graphic: Statistics Canton of Zurich 

25. As part of the monitoring of the implementation of the gender equality policy Canton 
of Zurich, wage gap trends are continuously analyzed by the Office for Gender Equality and 
Statistics Canton of Zurich. First results of the data from the SESS 2010 will be published at 
the Equal Pay Day in March 2012. The results of the analysis of the next Earnings Structure 
Survey 2012 will be published in 2013. 
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