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To BBC Women, who have shown true grit in this struggle. And within our sisterhood, to the late Dianne Oxberry. Dianne once wrote, ‘You can’t do this alone. We are stronger together.’ That solidarity drove our bosses to address many equal pay cases, including Dianne’s. Sadly she died aged fifty-one feeling her fight was not yet won. But Dianne never gave up hope and her fellow BBC Women carry the fight forward.
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PREFACE

=

In some ways this is a very personal book about a workplace dispute, but in the writing I have tried to avoid score settling and instead to be guided by the editorial values the BBC has taught me over a career spanning more than three decades. Our values start with trust: ‘Trust is the foundation of the BBC; we are independent, impartial and honest.’ BBC journalists are also expected to strive for truth and accuracy. We are instructed to ask searching questions of those who hold public office and others who are accountable, and to infringe privacy only when that is in the public interest.

These values make a good compass to steer by. In telling my own story I have recounted some private conversations, but only where I have permission to do so or believe it is in the public interest to do so. Where I leave out names and other details it is because I feel revealing them would serve no legitimate purpose.

In recollecting events, I have relied on my own notes of conversations and my detailed diaries, as well as email exchanges, information that is already in the public domain and the recollections of the many colleagues and friends who were with me on the journey.

Interwoven with my own story, I have tried to present an honest account of what I have learned about unequal pay within the wider context of the gender pay gap. Having fought my own battle and witnessed the struggle of many other women inside the BBC and beyond, I have not sought to hide my conclusions on the subject. I do not expect all readers to agree with me on all points, but I am grateful to those who approach this topic with an open mind.

Gender pay triggers heated reactions. At various times I have been called a BBC-hater, a man-hater and a virtue-signaller. I am none of these things. I love the BBC, this story owes a lot to many great men, and I’m as susceptible to greed and fear as the next person.

As well as telling my own story and placing it in a wider context, I offer advice to readers. I have placed that advice where it falls most naturally in the story but I have also gathered it at the end of the book in case a summary can be helpful to individual women, men and employers. Some points are specific to the UK legal context but I hope others will feel relevant to readers wherever they are in the world.

The BBC expects its journalists to acknowledge their mistakes and learn from them. I have tried to avoid mistakes of fact or analysis. My research included extensive reading, and conversations with scores of lawyers, regulators, employers, unionists, HR professionals, politicians, historians, economists, statisticians, claimants, campaigners and colleagues. If I have made mistakes, they are mine alone and I will try to acknowledge them and learn from them.

On the subject of following BBC values, I can’t help reflecting that my own story would have been different, and this book would not have been written, if my employer had applied to its own dealings with staff the same high standards it expects of them in dealings with others. The BBC is led by people who are trying to do their best, but on gender pay I think they made bad decisions and then tried to defend those decisions in a way that damaged trust.

However, all employers face difficult pressures; we live in a time of shifting expectations for women, and pay structures are complex things. I have sympathy for employers who would like to do better and men who would like to support female colleagues but don’t know where to start.

Start here. I wrote this book for you. I also wrote it for the millions of women in the UK and around the world who are at grave risk of being undervalued and underpaid at some stage of their working life, if not throughout it. From having a conversation in the privacy of these pages, I hope we will go on to make a difference in our workplaces. Look how the women and men of the past changed the world for us, first by imagining a better future and then by working to bring it about.

On equal pay, I hope this generation will make change for the next.


PROLOGUE

UP OVER THE TOP

=

At 3.30 a.m. on 8 January 2018 a cab pulled up outside my home in south-west London. I was on my way to present one of the BBC’s flagship radio shows, the Today Programme. The early editions of the morning newspapers were stacked on the back seat to help me prepare for the show. As I glanced at the front pages I flinched at seeing my own face staring back at me. ‘BBC accused of breaking law as star quits over pay’, ‘Beeb’s pay for women “illegal”’ read the headlines.

On the inside pages of The Times was my whistle-blower letter in full. It felt strange to see it out in the world. It had lived inside my head for so long, crowding my days with self-doubt and my nights with bad dreams.


Dear BBC Audience,

My name is Carrie Gracie and I have been a BBC journalist for three decades. With great regret, I have left my post as China Editor to speak out publicly on a crisis of trust at the BBC.

The BBC belongs to you, the licence fee payer. I believe you have a right to know that it is breaking equality law and resisting pressure for a fair and transparent pay structure . . .

For BBC women this is not just a matter of one year’s salary or two. Taking into account disadvantageous contracts and pension entitlements, it is a gulf that will last a lifetime. Many of the women affected are not highly paid ‘stars’ but hard-working producers on modest salaries. Often women from ethnic minorities suffer wider pay gaps than the rest.



The front-page story in The Times reported that more than 130 other women at the BBC endorsed my letter. Our movement had begun six months earlier, as an attempt by senior women to engage management on equal pay, but soon we were joined by colleagues at all levels, dismayed by what they saw as the BBC’s unwillingness to abide by the law. We called our group BBC Women. I was the one who’d now resigned a high-profile post and condemned BBC pay culture as secretive and illegal, but many stood shoulder to shoulder in open mutiny.

As I sped into central London, I wondered what my bosses would do. Perhaps they would pull me from presenting the Today Programme? Sack me for breach of contract? Like many employment contracts, mine says I am not allowed to talk publicly about my workplace without permission. I got out of the taxi at BBC Broadcasting House and glanced up at the statue of George Orwell beside the entrance. Even shrouded in darkness I could make out his words engraved in the wall: ‘If liberty means anything at all it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear.’

Through the waiting TV cameras I marched into a long campaign of telling powerful people in that building what they didn’t want to hear: my work and that of many other women was equal to the work of our male peers and must be paid equally. The shock for me was that even as a senior, high-profile woman working for an organisation publicly committed to equality, among female colleagues who showed great solidarity, and in a country with robust legislation, it proved almost impossible to get equal.

Pay discrimination is the gender pay gap’s dirty secret. It doesn’t get talked about enough, it doesn’t get measured enough, and it rarely gets managed at all. A gender pay gap is usually measured as the difference between men’s and women’s average hourly earnings across an organisation, an industry or a national economy. The gap may be caused by many different factors, but when caused by paying men more than women for the same jobs or jobs of equal value it’s called pay discrimination or unequal pay, and it’s illegal.

Pay discrimination is hard to measure. There are no statistics on it because no employer wants to boast about breaking the law. Public awareness is hampered by the unavailability of hard facts. But gender pay gaps show a suspiciously large element that is ‘unexplained’. This is where discrimination is hiding and only painstaking work by economists can begin to tease it out. One Australian study found that discrimination accounted for a full 38 per cent of the national gender pay gap. Likewise, an American investigation separated out occupation, work experience and education to put the role of outright gender discrimination at 38 per cent.

But such attempts to measure discrimination are very rare. Which allows some employers to insist that it is a problem of the past or one that doesn’t apply to their organisation. If employers are not making choices that disadvantage women, women themselves must be making the choices which result in them earning less: their choice of occupation or industry, their choice to work unpaid at home caring for children or elderly relatives, their choice to work part-time or flexibly.

This is too binary. The gender pay gap is complex. It is not an either/or problem. It is a both/and problem, driven both by pay discrimination and women’s choices – and by the many factors that constrain women’s choices. In fact, the very employers who say there is no such thing as discrimination in their workplace often perpetuate the problem because they are unconscious of the way their own gender bias – and often ethnic bias – operates in recruitment, promotion and pay. They have choices too, as do male colleagues.

Women are far from equal at work. Across the world, 2.7 billion are still legally barred from having the same choice of jobs as men and only six countries have legislation that gives women equal economic opportunity. Many countries have laws that prohibit pay discrimination but then leave it up to women to enforce those laws against overwhelming odds.

Pay discrimination is almost impossible for individual women to correct. It is unjust and economically inefficient. It is also pervasive.

Gender pay gaps, in which discrimination plays a significant role, afflict many millions of women across the world. They also afflict our partners and children, and they afflict the women who come into the workforce after us. For each individual, the personal financial cost is stark. In the United States, for example, an average woman will make nearly $600,000 less than a man over the course of her working life. The resulting inequality then follows her into retirement. In the UK, women receive nearly 40 per cent less from pensions than men.

But this is not a women’s problem. Gender pay gaps are a blight on employers too. Those who narrow them report a measurable return in engagement and loyalty from employees and there is growing evidence that companies with strong female leadership perform better. At the global level, deploying women to their full potential would be transformative. In 2015 one major study estimated that if all countries matched the progress towards gender parity of the fastest-improving country in their region, it would boost global GDP by $12 trillion. ‘In a “full potential” scenario in which women play an identical role in labour markets to that of men, as much as $28 trillion, or 26 per cent, could be added . . . roughly equivalent to the size of the combined Chinese and US economies today.’

Unlocking that potential seems a distant dream. In 2018 the World Economic Forum said global gender economic parity was 202 years off. ‘The overall picture is that gender equality has stalled,’ said Saadia Zahidi, the WEF’s head of social and economic agendas: ‘The future of our labour market may not be as equal as the trajectory we thought we were on.’

Women know this only too well from personal experience. On 8 January 2018, many wrote and told me so. Within hours of my own protest letter detonating in the media, hundreds of email messages poured in from around the UK and across the world. Letters arrived in the BBC post room and women stopped me on buses and at the supermarket to tell me their stories of workplaces large and small, public and private. From Germany to Australia, Tanzania to South Korea, China to the United States, my experience resonated. One woman in the UK financial sector wrote that when she asked if she was receiving equal pay, her female manager replied, ‘Run a bath, get in the bath, and then when you let the water out, let all thoughts of this run away with the water.’

Another wrote that she’d recently found out she was paid less than colleagues doing exactly the same work: ‘Even though we all (including my male colleagues) urged my boss (a woman) to pay us equally, she refused.’

A manager in a professional association wrote that when she asked for equal pay with men who shared the same job title, her employer deleted all relevant emails and then made her redundant ‘under a so-called strategic refocus’.

All were energised by my protest letter: ‘Some wars are worth waging. You KNOW that every woman on the planet is behind you – and pushing HARD.’

In some messages, frustration with men was palpable:


What is so great about the XY chromosome? Do they report the news better? They don’t. Become better lawyers? Nope. Perform surgery more meticulously than their female counterparts? Definitely not. Clean the streets faster? HELL NO!

Why do men think this is acceptable? Oh yes, it’s because they get the better end of the deal.



But it turned out many men do not think it’s acceptable. Three-fifths of the messages of support I received were from women but two-fifths were from men. This one made me laugh:


Good luck . . . you are quite right. As a Stone Age bloke, I find shortlists stashed for gender equality abhorrent. However, having got the job on merit, one should be paid for it.

Rgds

Dodgy old bugger

Bill



Thank you, dodgy old bugger Bill. I did get the job of BBC China Editor on merit. Over my career, I have been privileged to work with some immensely talented journalists and, hand on heart, I can say the women have been every bit as good as the men. In other spheres, women have proved themselves as surgeons and soldiers, cooks and cleaners, police officers and pilots.

But when it comes to deep-rooted patterns of power and money, history shows time and again that justice for women does not come through patient persuasion. Instead women must find their power and use it. In January 2018, I went over my employer’s head to write directly to the public because I wanted an end to pay discrimination in my workplace and my bosses weren’t listening. The answering echo from women everywhere made me feel the BBC was a mirror of the society it served. My experience was commonplace. The sooner women, men and employers acknowledge this and put our heads together to fix it, the better for all of us. Hence this book.

I know not all readers will be in paid employment. Some work in unpaid roles at home, some are self-employed, others may be trying to find a job. But I hope my experience will still be useful, as it’s a rare woman who will not face the risk of pay discrimination at some point in her life, and for many it will be compounded by discrimination on race, ethnicity and class as well.

Unequal pay is a complex problem and resolving it will take honest listening and patience on all sides. Gender inequality is entrenched in many pay structures and in the biases and habits of those who operate them. Even small differences in the treatment of women can become self-amplifying, with effects which are cumulative. Too often efforts by women to enforce the law on equal pay become a battle against impossible odds. One side commands the information and resources and also controls the other side’s income and career prospects. Regulation is weak and external scrutiny rare.

Do you think this is good enough? I don’t. In the pages to follow, I will look at what governments, employers and male colleagues can do to help. I will also offer advice that individual women can put into practice immediately, because I believe that until workplace culture changes, women remain at very real risk of being underpaid, especially in the second half of their working lives. Because of the way pay history often follows individuals into new roles, even one episode of pay discrimination can have lifetime consequences. In circumstances where there is no effective cure, prevention is the only course. If you’re a woman and currently doing little to protect yourself, I urge you to start.

If you’re a man, there’s much you can do to help. Men are often the powerful people in the pay conversation. They can advance gender justice in the workplace or they can obstruct it. Some men are waking up to the fact that their own work–life balance is at stake. In this book, you will meet male heroes as well as men of the other kind.

I also hope to talk to open-minded employers. They know they need to attract and hold talent, regardless of gender. Women care about workplace culture. Pay is personal, but it’s also a power relationship. Abuse of power is hard to forgive or forget. Often the damage to trust is compounded if powerful people then refuse to acknowledge the problem or correct it. Just as I published my open letter on unequal pay, the #MeToo movement was breaking workplace silence around sexual harassment. The ‘problem people’ in both stories were those who refused to listen to female employees or to enforce just processes and offer redress.

As with #MeToo, so with unequal pay. More women will have to tell their stories for things to change. Silence-breaking is a big ask. For many people, talking about pay at all is taboo, let alone talking about it publicly. Victims of pay discrimination may feel low self-esteem about being valued less, they feel anxious about washing dirty linen in public, uncomfortable about playing the washerwoman at all, and afraid of punishment by a vindictive employer. But if true stories are not told, it leaves all of us ignorant of the facts of life and vulnerable to becoming victims or abusers in turn.

This is my story. It’s no more important than any other. My employer is also no worse than any other. Quite the contrary. The BBC employs more women in senior roles than most workplaces and has a smaller gender pay gap. My workplace became the equal pay story only because our pay was slightly more transparent than most and women were less afraid of being victimised for asking questions. Elsewhere, pay is often too opaque and the odds too overwhelming. But in the essentials, BBC Women were just like women anywhere. We had the motivation to fix inequality but lacked the means, while our employer had the means but seemed to lack the motivation.

In one sense this is a familiar story of trying to hold the powerful to account. I am a BBC reporter. Holding the powerful to account is my job, along with telling stories that are true and important. The BBC is one of the UK’s most trusted institutions. Its mission is to bring the country together and help it understand itself. I hope that in this book, by reporting my personal experience of a problem that is so commonplace, I am doing my professional duty by other means. When I resigned my post as China Editor I did not resign from the BBC because I felt a duty to help it be the best it can be. That requires treating women and men equally and telling the truth when things go wrong.

This is how things went wrong for me. It all began with a painful reckoning.


1

GET REAL

=

Reality punched me from behind on 19 July 2017.

Many of us never find out what the person next to us is paid, and some of us only find out by chance. Like most employers, mine had long resisted greater openness about salaries. But the BBC was spending public money and transparency was supposed to be one of its core values – alongside trust. The average income of the audiences who paid for its programmes through a compulsory licence fee was less than £30,000 a year. They had just endured a decade of economic austerity while over the same period the BBC resisted parliamentary pressure for more transparency around the salaries of its stars. It warned of a ‘poacher’s charter’, saying if rival broadcasters knew what BBC stars were earning they would offer a little more and the net effect would be inflationary.

Eventually the government lost patience. Under the terms of the BBC’s new Royal Charter, in 2017 the broadcaster was obliged to publish all salaries higher than the Prime Minister’s £150,000.* At which point the news story became not just how much money the BBC was paying its top people, but who those people were. It turned out that the highest-paid stars were all white men. There were very few women or ethnic minorities on the list at all, and they were mostly clumped towards the bottom.

It’s worth spelling out that this reporting requirement was different from the gender pay gap. A gender pay gap shows only the average for men and women. It does not give individuals enough information about colleagues doing the same work to see whether they themselves are being underpaid. But these revelations at the BBC about the pay of named individuals meant that, for the first time, some women could see that some men doing the same work were earning much more than them.

When this pay story broke, it was the last thing I wanted to think about. I was three days into a much-needed summer holiday. I’d just finished a massive reporting project on China’s strategic plans for Asia. I’d produced TV news films, radio features, an immersive long read for the website, a TV documentary. I’d been travelling thousands of miles and working round the clock. I was exhausted and I hadn’t seen my children in months. Now we were finally together in a cottage in southeast Scotland.

The day before the pay bombshell was my son Daniel’s nineteenth birthday, and in the aftermath of his party I just wanted to lie on the grass, gaze out across the glittering North Sea and listen to the happy chatter of young people. One of my oldest friends, Jackie Kemp, was sitting beside me, squinting into her mobile phone and scrolling through the BBC’s own news story about its high-pay disclosures: ‘The North America Editor is on this list. And the Middle East Editor. Economics Editor, Home Affairs . . . I’ve never even heard of this guy! What does he do?’

I closed my eyes and grunted. But Jackie was also a reporter. ‘All the top salaries are for men. The numbers are outrageous. Why aren’t you even on this list? I thought you’d insisted on equal pay when you took the China job! How do you feel about this?’

How did I feel? Resistant. Avoidant. Numb.

Four years earlier, when I had accepted what I knew would be a tough job as China Editor, I had demanded equal pay and been promised the same salary as the North America Editor. I now discovered that the North America Editor was earning at least 50 per cent more – and perhaps closer to double.

I had ignored the buzz of advance speculation about the pay story. I certainly agreed with the public and the politicians that top salaries at the BBC were too high, but in my mind this was filed under the heading ‘Bad things I can’t do anything about’. And after a long career at the BBC, I was good at not thinking about that list. It was a long-standing joke among staff that there was no crisis our bosses couldn’t make worse.

But Jackie was right on the facts. Three and a half years earlier James Harding, the then Director of News, had begged me to become the BBC’s first China Editor, saying we urgently needed to tell the story of a rising superpower and I was the only person who could do the story justice. The BBC had said the role was ‘on a par with’ the other international editors. I’d explicitly made equal pay with my male peers a condition of taking the job. Four years on, my salary was £134,000 but this pay list said the North America Editor was earning between £200,000 and £250,000.

Scenes flooded my memory unbidden. A brief meeting with James when I was back from Beijing in 2015. ‘Carrie, it’s always a joy to see you,’ he said. ‘You deliver so much and ask so little.’

Deliver so much and ask so little? That should have rung an alarm bell. But we only had fifteen minutes in his diary and I wouldn’t get another chance to bend his ear until my next trip back from China. So I got on with talking about what I’d come to talk about – the China stories that mattered to our audiences and the production team I needed to tell those stories. I didn’t stop to examine the ground under my feet.

Under the pressure of Jackie’s questions I now reflected that this was poor. Asking questions is my job, after all.

I wasn’t the only woman at the BBC getting a painful reality check that day. Imagine having to challenge your boss on national radio as it emerges that he’s paying men more for doing the same job as you. Mishal Husain had to interview the BBC’s Director-General Tony Hall on the Today Programme. He said: ‘It’s complicated. One person could be sitting next to someone doing the same job who earns more.’

Mishal’s situation exactly. The Director-General swiftly explained that this second person could be doing ‘other things’.

‘Or they may not be,’ countered Mishal.

The Today Programme ended at 9 a.m. and Woman’s Hour started at 10 a.m. Its presenter Jane Garvey tweeted, ‘I’m looking forward to presenting @BBCWomansHour today. We’ll be discussing #GenderPayGap. As we’ve done since 1946. Going well, isn’t it?’

In an interview on a rival station, the Prime Minister pulled no punches: ‘We’ve seen the way the BBC is paying women less for doing the same job . . . I want women to be paid equally.’

The veteran Labour MP Harriet Harman said, ‘It is very important that the lid has been lifted on this pay discrimination in the BBC . . . the old boys’ network where they are feathering their own nests and each others’ and there is discrimination and unfairness against women.’

Others blamed the women. Sir Philip Hampton, the cochair of a government-commissioned review into getting more women into senior business roles, said women hadn’t pressed hard enough for pay rises: ‘How has this situation arisen at the BBC that these intelligent, high-powered, sometimes formidable women have sat in this situation? They are all looking at each other now saying: “How did we let this happen?” I suspect they let it happen because they weren’t doing much about it.’

The truth is more complex. Any game that claims to be fair must have rules that are well understood and applied to all players equally. This is even more important in games with big winners and big losers. Like the pay structure of most large employers in the early twenty-first century.

We all know that the gender pay gap runs like an underground fault around the globe; it divides men and women across almost every workplace and every occupation. The gap tends to be wider for ethnic minorities and wider for all women as they get older or more senior. Over a career, it can cost life-changing amounts of money. Is pay a game with fair rules?

We can debate whether or not it is fair to have occupations and industries segregated by gender, more men in senior roles, and childcare responsibilities shared unequally. But these aspects of the gender pay gap are at least lawful. What is not lawful, and what most people now agree is not fair, is paying women less for equal work.

It may be unlawful and unfair, but in practice pay discrimination is commonplace. Women can’t correct what they can’t see. If pay secrecy means you don’t know there’s a pay gap between you and a man doing equal work, you can be a victim for years without having any idea.

I’ve always believed the old adage that sunlight is the best disinfectant. In the course of a 2009 TV interview about the Westminster expenses scandal, the Labour peer George Foulkes challenged me to reveal my salary on air. I didn’t hesitate to tell him I earned £92,000 as a news presenter. Afterwards a BBC manager suggested that declaring our salaries was ‘not really what we do’. In my diary for that day, I recorded my reply: ‘If my salary is defensible, defend it. If it’s too high, cut it. But we both know the real problem is not my salary but the BBC’s can of worms on pay.’

Over the years, staff surveys and unions had repeatedly flagged up unease over pay. It was felt the BBC had too many fiefdoms in which managerial discretion seemed to go unchecked. Even before the disclosures in the summer of 2017, I don’t think many staff felt our pay structure was equal or fair.

In my department, BBC News, pay often felt like an unspoken caste system. The only rough rules of thumb I could divine were as follows: presenters generally earned more than reporters; those who worked on national programmes earned more than those on international or local programmes; TV earned more than radio; people at the top earned ever-increasing multiples of the salaries of those further down the chain; people who worked in English earned more than those who worked in other languages; men earned more than women; and because they were not protected by UK employment law, staff on local hire contracts around the world often earned less than anyone.

I don’t believe the BBC was unusual in having anomalies and unexamined discrimination embedded in its pay structure. It was perhaps only unusual in suddenly being forced to explain itself. On 19 July 2017 the lid was wrenched off the can of worms and what happened next is a cautionary tale for employers everywhere.

First, BBC bosses were taken by surprise. They’d expected headlines about fat-cat salaries, but when the figures revealed that these cats were all white men, bosses didn’t foresee the rage of women and men of colour. Secondly, having undervalued women for many years, they underestimated them, failing to predict that shared outrage would drive action. Or that was how it looked to me.

Crisis? What crisis?

Linguists complain that it’s not strictly accurate to say the Chinese word for crisis – [image: Illustration] – combines the pictograms for danger and opportunity. But it’s so neat an idea that it sticks. The BBC was now facing a crisis but, blind to the danger, it missed the opportunity. It might have prepared for enforced transparency by getting its house in order. Instead it waited till the pay was published and then the Director-General claimed that our house was already in better order than those of our neighbours: ‘On gender and diversity, the BBC is more diverse than the broadcasting industry and the civil service . . . We’ve made progress, but we recognise there is more to do and we are pushing further and faster than any other broadcaster.’

The UK media regulator, Ofcom, took a less sanguine view. A few weeks after the BBC’s pay disclosures, in its 2017 report on the UK broadcast industry, it said the BBC was behind all major UK broadcasters bar Sky on the proportion of women in its workforce, behind ITV and Viacom (owner of Channel 5) on women in senior roles, behind Channel 4 and Viacom on BAME staff, and behind Channel 4 on the proportion of disabled staff.

‘As the UK’s largest broadcaster, the BBC’s position on diversity is likely to have a disproportionate effect on the wider industry. The BBC should be leading the way, but today’s report shows its performance on most characteristics is behind that of Channel 4.’

The public seemed equally unimpressed. In one survey, 83 per cent of respondents said the gap between salaries of men and women at the BBC was unfair and 82 per cent said the BBC had not explained how it was addressing that gap.

Least impressed of all were the women in question. For years some had been demanding equal pay, only for bosses to tell them they were already ‘roughly equal’; they should stop complaining and work harder. Now women realised that working harder would not lead to getting equal. We concluded we were second-class citizens – and not because our work was second class, but because we were women. Pay discrimination was real and, as Jane Garvey warned her followers on Twitter, ‘If it’s happened to us, it’s happening to you.’

On 23 July 2017, four days after the high-pay disclosures, the Director-General received a letter signed by forty-four of the BBC’s most senior on-air women and published in a national newspaper.


Dear Tony,

The pay details released in the annual report showed what many of us have suspected for many years . . . that women at the BBC are being paid less than men for the same work.

Compared to many women and men, we are very well compensated and fortunate. However, this is an age of equality and the BBC is an organisation that prides itself on its values.

You have said that you will ‘sort’ the gender pay gap by 2020, but the BBC has known about the pay disparity for years. We all want to go on the record to call upon you to act now.

Beyond the list, there are so many other areas including production, engineering and support services and global, regional and local media where a pay gap has languished for too long.

This is an opportunity for those of us with strong and loud voices to use them on behalf of all, and for an organisation that had to be pushed into transparency to do the right thing.

We would be willing to meet you to discuss ways in which you can correct this disparity so that future generations of women do not face this kind of discrimination.



The letter was signed by well-known names in BBC News, Sport and Entertainment: Katya Adler, Samira Ahmed, Anita Anand, Wendy Austin, Zeinab Badawi, Clare Balding, Sue Barker, Emma Barnett, Fiona Bruce, Rachel Burden, Annabel Croft, Martine Croxall, Victoria Derbyshire, Lyse Doucet, Jane Garvey, Fi Glover, Karin Giannone, Joanna Gosling, Orla Guerin, Geeta Guru-murthy, Lucy Hockings, Mishal Husain, Alex Jones, Katty Kay, Martha Kearney, Kirsty Lang, Gabby Logan, Kasia Madera, Emily Maitlis, Annita McVeigh, Louise Minchin, Aasmah Mir, Sarah Montague, Jenni Murray, Sally Nugent, Elaine Paige, Carolyn Quinn, Angela Rippon, Ritula Shah, Kate Silverton, Charlotte Smith, Sarah Smith, Kirsty Wark. And me.

I can’t divulge exactly who organised and drafted the letter because I believe jobs and careers might be at stake. Both then and now, safety in numbers is important in protecting against any danger of victimisation. But what I can say is that this was the beginning of the group called BBC Women and its first show of solidarity.

The message would have been even more powerful if it had included men. I think our bosses would have listened to men in a way they didn’t listen to women. After all, they clearly valued them more as we could see from the pay disparities. And men renouncing privilege would have been immune to the charge laid against women, that their fight was motivated by narrow self-interest.

One male presenter, the TV historian Dan Snow, did try to organise an open letter from senior BBC men in support of the letter from women. He understood that however high-profile the women, their argument would hit harder and they would be safer in making it if they had powerful men alongside. But most of the men he invited to sign refused to do so. One warned it was a ‘minefield’, another said ‘it’s complicated’ and a third ‘better not to rock the boat’. The men’s letter in support of women did not get off the ground. Instead, one BBC manager told me that after the pay gaps were revealed, ‘The first people through my door were not the women but a queue of men complaining that they were earning less than other men.’

Men are not just half the population; they are the powerful half. And in any hierarchical workplace, they are likely to dominate the top positions. Which means they have more power than women to make change or to block it. In your workplace, if men acknowledge the structural problems that frustrate the drive for equality, it will be easier for you to dismantle them.

So men and employers, ask yourselves whether you have advocated any advance for women. A century ago would you have supported a woman’s right to vote, to attend university or to sit on a jury? What would that kind of support look like today?

You probably say you believe in equal pay. But are you ready to inconvenience yourself for it? ‘Deeds not words,’ as the suffragettes once said. Principle is only a word unless you’re prepared to pay something for it.

When BBC Women complained of unequal pay in the summer of 2017, we asked ourselves where the money might come from to make us equal. If women’s pay was levelled up, it would be expensive. Job cuts and programme cuts were already never-ending. If men and managers levelled down, it would be less expensive. As we were about to learn, it’s very hard for women to get equal without men and employers on side.

But Tony Hall replied to our open letter by changing the subject: ‘Across the BBC, our provisional figures show that the pay gap is 10 per cent against a national average of over 18 per cent. I have committed the BBC to closing the gap by 2020 and if we can get there earlier then we will.’

Our protest letter wasn’t about closing the gender pay gap, urgent though that was. Instead we had accused our employer of paying women less for equal work, which is illegal. This charge the Director-General ignored.

The BBC Sport presenter Clare Balding tweeted: ‘1970: Equal Pay Act. 2010: Equality Act. 2020: BBC target. We’re standing together to politely suggest they can do better.’

Clare Balding and Jane Garvey bore the brunt of the media pressure that day. The news journalists in the group felt they had to be more cautious because of the risk of being seen to breach the BBC’s strict impartiality rules.

As for me, I was still trying to focus on my holiday. By this stage, we’d moved on from the cottage with Jackie and her children to spend a weekend in Edinburgh with my father and stepmother. It was at their kitchen table that I read and signed the BBC Women open letter. But I too refused interview requests and instead marched resolutely in the opposite direction from the media storm – onto a ferry bound for the Outer Hebrides and the second week of our summer holiday.

It was only on the Isle of Barra, as the Atlantic breakers surged over long empty beaches, that I finally allowed myself to confront what I found so personal and so painful about the pay shock.

Pay is about how others value us, and if we suddenly discover they value us much less than we thought, it feels like a betrayal. If you’ve ever experienced a partner’s infidelity or a close friend’s breach of confidence you’ll know that betrayals force a reexamination of the past. Were you ever valued? At what point did your partner or friend start to betray your trust, and why? Did you ignore the tell-tale signs? And it’s not just the past that needs re-evaluating. Betrayal forces us to examine our deepest values and make choices about the future. Can you forgive? Can you rebuild trust? Do you have any alternative?

In English law, every contract of employment has an ‘implied term’ that the employer ‘shall not conduct itself in a manner, “calculated or likely to destroy” the “mutual trust and confidence” between employer and employee without reasonable cause’. Moreover, the BBC claims ‘trust is the foundation of the BBC’.

Now I felt I had been lied to, and in this I was not alone. The radio presenter Sarah Montague later told a newspaper she was ‘incandescent with rage’ when she discovered her pay gap and ‘felt a sap’ for ‘subsidising other people’s lifestyles’. Another presenter, Samira Ahmed, said discovering the facts felt ‘as though bosses had naked pictures of you in their office and laughed every time they saw you’. Anita Rani said the pay disparities were disappointing but the problem went beyond gender: ‘It’s difficult for everybody, but for me, as much as it’s about gender I think it’s about race and it’s about class.’

Discrimination is painful, whatever its precise fingerprint and whatever the workplace and role. In direct response to the equal pay row at the BBC, Margaret Heffernan wrote an article for the Financial Times recounting how in the late 1990s she was the CEO of a tech start-up called iCast and the only female leader of the forty businesses under the conglomerate CMGI. An HR executive tipped her off that she was being paid half as much as her male peers. ‘Being underpaid in relation to your peers in an organisation takes your abilities, experience, goodwill and dedication and casually degrades them. The contempt implied is beyond unnerving; you cannot but feel worth less. This anger should not be mistaken for self-pity or vanity because it is exactly the opposite: it is fury at oneself for having been fooled.’

Yes, that. My mind went back to 2013, when I was appointed BBC China Editor.

‘On bended knee’

China coverage was always a problem for the BBC. A rising world power upending every dimension of the status quo, but doing it in imperceptible increments that often didn’t quite make a daily news story. As a result, China was almost invisible on flagship news bulletins. In 2013, the BBC advertised for a China Editor to help the story punch through. The job ad made it sound attractive:


The role of China Editor is at the most senior level of correspondent in BBC News, on a par with the World Affairs, Middle East, Europe and North America Editors overseas and the Political, Business, Home and Economics Editors in the UK.



No one applied. Unlike Washington DC, Beijing was a hard posting to recruit for. If St Augustine prayed ‘O God, make me pure – but not yet’, BBC programme editors vowed ‘O God, make me cover China – but not today.’ They acknowledged that China was important but something else usually seemed more urgent. I’d been covering China for the BBC on and off for a quarter of a century. I’d seen how China reporters often became invisible and demoralised, their personal brand tainted by a perceived failure to get the story across. To make it worse, heavy censorship and other obstructions meant that every piece of broadcast journalism in China required an investment of time, skill and stamina that programme editors in London could not easily imagine. Air pollution, police surveillance, an eight-hour time difference and a fiendishly difficult language didn’t help.

But in 2013, the BBC appointed a Director of News obsessed by China. James Harding had once been a Shanghai reporter for the Financial Times and believed China was not just important but urgent. He wanted a China Editor and he wanted one fast.

Another big priority at the time was getting more women on air, especially older women. In 2011 the BBC lost a legal case against a fifty-three-year-old female journalist called Miriam O’Reilly. Miriam had presented the TV programme Countryfile until managers suddenly replaced her with a younger reporter. She sued the BBC for sex discrimination, age discrimination and victimisation. She won on the second and third counts. The case drew attention to how very few older women there were on screen at a public service broadcaster that claimed to reflect its diverse audiences. At the end of 2013, the top tier of news reporters was even more male than the top tier of presenters. There were no female on-air editors. No wonder James Harding came ‘on bended knee’, as he put it, to ask me to be China Editor. Fifty-one-year-old Carrie Gracie would kill two birds with one stone.

At first I said no. I certainly cared about the BBC’s China coverage. I also cared about seeing women reporting the big stories. 2013 was the year of Sheryl Sandberg’s 
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