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Introduction

At its meeting on 4 October 2021, the Bureau authorised the FEMM mission to Reykjavik, 
Iceland from 3 to 5 November 2021 as part of the programme of committee missions outside 
Parliament’s three places of work within the European Union, candidate and EEA countries for 
the period from October to December 2021.

Context 

The focus of the visit was the experience of Iceland regarding overcoming the gender pay gap, 
implementation of the pay transparency legislation and other aspects related to promoting 
gender equality, work-life balance and career opportunities. It took place in conjunction with 
the work on the joint EMPL-FEMM legislative report on the proposal of a Directive to 
strengthen the application of the principle of equal pay for equal work or work of equal value 
between men and women through pay transparency and enforcement mechanisms (COM(2021) 
93 final). The visit to Iceland furthermore provided a unique opportunity for an exchange of 
views and best practices between the authorities and civil society of Iceland and the Members 
of the European Parliament on these important topics.

Summary account of meetings

Wednesday, 3 November 2021

The mission started with a meeting with the members of the Icelandic Chamber of 
Commerce (17.45-18.45). 

In general, the members of the Chamber of Commerce Mr Ari Fenger, Chair of the Chamber 
of Commerce, Ms Birna Einarsdottir, CEO Islandsbanki, member of the Chamber’s board 
and Ms Svanhildur Holm Valsdottir, CEO of the Chamber of Commerce and former advisor 
to the current Minister of Finance, offered a positive appreciation of the consequences of the 
equal pay certification legislation, but explained as well some of the practical  difficulties 
involved when acquiring the certification for companies and the lessons learned in the process. 
The gender balance is more positive than years before: looking back, especially after the 
financial crisis in 2008, the situation is better but there is still a lot of work to do. 
Their predominant opinion was that while in the beginning they believed that it is necessary to 
incentivize companies more instead of obliging them to introduce measures by legislation, it 
seems that sometimes indeed legislation is necessary, like in the case of gender quotas. 
Many companies were complaining that it is too complicated and costly to acquire the 
certification and especially in gender-segregated companies, where women and men occupy 
different types of positions,  the certification was complicated. However, there were quite a few 
success stories proving that the standard can be used anywhere, if they keep an open mind. Very 
small companies do not have the necessary know-how to introduce the certification and need 
to get outside help, which is costly, but the long-term results are good for the company, also 
improving their image and performance.  
The certification very much depends on how the different jobs are defined within a company, 
leaving quite an important margin for manoeuvre to the company’s CEO. In some limited cases, 
the certification led to an increase in the individual salaries of women. At the same time, it 
encouraged hiring of women for previously predominantly male-occupied positions and vice-
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versa. There is as well an important difference between the unadjusted and adjusted gender pay 
gap, with the adjusted one taking into account the differences in work patterns. 
In the debate, Members spoke about the importance of good models, a culture change, the 
inclusion of workers in decision-making and the burdens and costs of the legislation. They 
asked how the equal pay models deal with the increases in pay on the basis of seniority. 
It was as well noted, that while Iceland has legislation on the representation of women in the 
boards of publicly listed companies, there remains to be a very low number of female CEOs. 
In conclusion, the members of the Chamber stressed that as their advice for the legislators, they 
recommend simple and clear legislation, which could be effective at preventing possible 
loopholes. At the same time flexibility is important, giving more time to companies to adjust.

After the meeting with the Chamber of Commerce, the Ambassador of the EU to Iceland, H.E.  
Lucie Samcova-Hall Allen explained in a short briefing to Members the current political 
situation in Iceland following the elections and gave an overview of the EU relations with 
Iceland. 

Thursday, 4 November 2021

- Meeting with relevant Members of Parliament (9.00- 10.00)

The first meeting of the morning was with the Members of the Icelandic Parliament. 

Ms Helga Vala Helgadóttir (Social Democratic Alliance) presented the legislative process 
leading to the adoption of the “Certification of equal pay” bill, when it was not easy to push the 
bill through the Parliament under the argument that the system is supposed to care for itself and 
there is no need for a law. She drew the attention to the persisting pension and salary gap in 
Iceland. In fact, that morning a survey in the media spoke about a 13 per cent pension gap, 
caused by a shorter work life of women due to having children and due to lower salaries. 

Ms Þorbjörg Sigríður Gunnlaugsdóttir (Liberal Reform Party), political advisor to the 
minister for social affairs at the time the bill was presented, spoke about the pushback 
experienced from businesses. The certification was claimed to be too costlyor not essential. She 
highlighted the differences between the positions of the different parties and the differences 
between native people and the workers from abroad. As a former prosecutor for sex offences, 
she explained that in relation to the young people, the policy focus was currently on violence 
against women. While there are good numbers of prosecutions and convictions, not many cases 
of violence are reported. She finished with a strong conclusion: it is necessary to reach the goal 
of economic and financial independence of women to achieve gender equality.

Ms Þórhildur Sunna Ævarsdóttir (Pirate Party) presented a number of procedural grounds 
on which her party had opposed the legislation when it was presented. Her party agreed with 
the spirit of the law but not with the methods: companies were not prepared to do it. However, 
with hindsight, she evaluated the outcome as positive and comprehensive and it has been useful 
in advancing gender equality. She pointed out that different mechanisms are used to review 
different companies, but the standards have to be very clear. Unfortunately, classifying the work 
in boxes is sometimes more important than the evaluation of the value of work. Finally, she 
underlined the undervalued work in the care sector, where women are predominant, the issue 
of the gendered workforce and the discrimination against migrant workers. 
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In the debate, Members focused on the undervaluation of work in the feminised sectors, such 
as care or healthcare and how to change this situation, possibly with leaders in business and at 
institutional level needing to be involved. Concerning the pay transparency legislation in 
Iceland, Members discussed the involvement of the trade unions, intersectionality, thresholds, 
administrative burdens and the issues of privacy, as well as the issue of loopholes in the 
legislation and the different methods of the calculation of adjusted and unadjusted pay gap. 

The Members of the Icelandic Parliament explained that Iceland takes pride in being the first 
nation in advancing gender equality, so the gender equality culture is broadly supported. They 
as well outlined the initiatives to encourage equally mothers and fathers to take maternity and 
parental leave, which aim at incentivizing a more balanced burden sharing among women and 
men in the area of care responsibilities and change employers’ expectations when hiring. 

- Bilateral meeting between the Chair and the Prime Minister (10.30-11.00)

In a separate meeting with the Prime Minister, Katrín Jakobsdóttir, the Chair Ms Regner 
and Ms Fitzgerald discussed with the Prime Minister various challenges persisting in the area 
of gender equality and Iceland’s experience and efforts. The Prime Minister explained that she 
has moved the Department for Gender Equality into the Prime Minister’s office, in order to 
have a more comprehensive approach to gender equality. Pay certification, despite it being a 
little technocratic, is a good experience overall. The gender pay gap is decreasing in the public 
sphere, although the business sector lags somewhat behind. 

The very segregated labour market in Iceland, one of the most segregated in Europe remains to 
be a challenge. The majority of nurses and cleaning ladies are women - as in all other EU 
countries. The Icelandic government, therefore, introduced an action group focusing on the pay 
gap from the point of view of the gender segregation in the labour market. In this regard, the 
Prime Minister praised the role of the trade unions, who together with the government are 
always trying to raise especially the lowest salaries, leading to the highest income equality in 
the OECD countries. 

However, the main issue in the area of gender equality, at the moment, is not the gender pay 
gap. In the last few years, the top priority in Iceland was the elimination of gender-based 
violence, with migrant women or women with disabilities suffering from even more violence 
and intersectional discrimination. The government introduced plans for new legislation on 
cyber violence, as well as stalking. 

The participants discussed also the uneven impact of Covid on women, who were bearing the 
brunt of the burden of care for both children and the elderly. The PM highlighted the availability 
of childcare in Iceland (97% of Icelandic children attend the kindergarten) and the legally 
introduced division of maternity and parental leave between women and men. There are plans 
to focus more also on the care for the elderly. 

At the conclusion of the meeting, the FEMM Chair, Ms Regner, proposed the possibility of the 
Prime Minister addressing the European Parliament at the occasion of the 2022 International 
Women’s day.

- Visit to the Althingi, the Islandic Parliament (10.30-11.45)
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Some Members of the mission visited the Islandic Parliament, the house of the people with 63 
seats. During the visit, they discovered the different working areas of the Parliament and 
heard the summary about the history and the functioning of the oldest Parliament.

- Roundtable with stakeholders and experts (13.00- 15.00)

Ms Freya Barkardottir from Femínísk Fjármál (Feminist Finance), an NGO focusing on 
gender budgeting, started by presenting the work of her organisation. The government is 
mandated by law (since 2009) to implement gender budgeting and her organisation monitors 
the implementation of the legislation. She as well spoke about the unpaid work done mostly by 
women and mentioned the fact that around one third of women in Iceland work part-time.

Ms Guðrún Margrét Guðmundsdóttir, from ASI, the Islandic Trade Union Confederation, 
underlined the Nordic paradox, when in the most equal countries there are still relatively few 
women managers and CEOs and gender segregation in the labour market persists.  The first 
legislation on equal pay was introduced in 1961. The equal pay standard legislation from 2018 
added procedures and decisions on wage formations, which should analyse the pay structure 
within a company and should be based on clear criteria. Companies need to renew the 
certification every 3 years. According to her, the gendered labour market is the biggest reason 
for difficulties to close the gender pay gap. Therefore, a working group was appointed by the 
Prime Minister to report on how to correct the undervaluation of sectors where the majority are 
women, like in education and care. Often migrants are the lowest paid workers and there is a 
need to shift the focus to equity instead of equality.

Ms Sonja Ýr Þorbergsdótttir, Chairperson of the labour union BSRB, second biggest 
workers’ umbrella organisation, spoke about the deep-rooted undervaluation of women’s work. 
She referred to the good practices of New Zealand and Canada; both of these countries make a 
distinction in the terms equal pay vs pay equity (the same pay for work of equal value). She 
spoke in favour of cross-sector comparisons and the creation of job evaluation mechanisms. 

Ms Margrét Vilborg Bjarnadóttir, Founder of Pay analytics, presented her mathematical 
model of analysing and eliminating the pay gap in companies. Her company assists 
organisations to measure the pay gap and to close it, to set an equitable starting wage and to 
monitor the working population coming in. In her view, pay equity should not be just a once a 
year audit process. Her company has users in around 40 countries, the smallest client has around 
80 employees, the biggest 140 000. 

Ms Ása Björk Jónsdóttir, CEO of Orka Náttúrunnar, analysed the issue of the pay gap from 
the perspective of a large private company. Her company decided to close the gender pay gap 
already in 2011 and while the process was not easy, they managed to close it in 2017. Important 
is constant dialogue of managers with employees and every new pay change in the company is 
discussed also from the point of view of how it would impact the gender pay gap. She also drew 
attention to the need for education and training offered to women in male-dominated industry 
jobs.

In the debate, Members asked about the situation of collective agreements, the Icelandic 
legislation and the concept of cross-sector comparisons. They inquired if there were already 
any fines for companies who did not fulfil the requirements of the law on equal pay certification. 
In their replies, the experts noted that the collective agreements are very different and that this 
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has to be taken into account when analysing the situation of the companies, especially 
multinational ones. Companies in Iceland could be fined if they do not get the certification 
within the deadline set by the law. As a main message, they underlined the need to fix the 
underpayment of women in general and to fight the systemic biases. 

- Press outreach (15.15-15.45)

Fréttablaðið newspaper interviewed the Chair. At a later stage, the RUV national TV channel 
recorded a reportage about the mission, both resulting in a positive press coverage of the 
mission. 

- Briefing with representatives of the EU Member States (15.45-16.30)

The Ambassadors of Finland, Poland and Sweden and the representatives of France and Spain 
discussed with the Members about the lessons learnt from the mission and the efforts of their 
countries regarding gender equality. They highlighted issues like corporate social 
responsibility, maternity and work-life balance and the participation of women in business. 

- Visit at the Hallveigarstadir (Women’s house) 17.00-18.30

The Committee visited the historic Hallveigarstaðir (Women’s House), an institution 
inaugurated in 1967 that provides room for every gender equality organisation for free. It hosts 
among others the Federation of Icelandic Women and the Icelandic Household Guidance 
Center. The President and the Secretary General of the Icelandic Women's Rights Association, 
the President of Federation of Icelandic Women's Societies and a board member of the Young 
Women's Educational Fund, among others, explained the tradition of the fight for women’s 
rights in Iceland and presented their ongoing work. In their capacity as co-organisers, they 
explained the historical strike “Women’s Day Off”, when on 24 October 1975, 90% of Icelandic 
women went on strike for the day to "demonstrate the indispensable work of women for 
Iceland’s economy and society" and to "protest wage discrepancy and unfair employment 
practices". This strike is now seen as a central point in Icelandic history.

- Dinner at the Residence of the head of the EU Delegation in honour of Ms Vidgis 
Finnbogadottir, former President of Iceland

The dinner was co-hosted by H.E. Lucie Samcova-Hall Allen, Ambassador of the EU to Iceland 
and Ms Evelyn Regner, the Chair of the FEMM Committee, in honour of Ms Vidgis 
Finnbogadottir, former President of Iceland. Ms Vidgis Finnbogadottir is considered to be the 
world's first woman who was democratically elected as president. She shared with the 
participants her highly appreciated observations regarding gender equality issues. The dinner 
took place in presence of Ms Hannah Birna Kristjansdottir, CEO Of the Global Women Leaders 
Forum, and HE. Ms Estrid Brekkan, Chief of the Protocol Office (Ministry for Foreign affairs).

Friday,  5 November 2021

- Meeting with the authors of the study: “This is all man's work: Management's 
experience on the impact of equal pay certification on the collective environment”
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In order to receive more detailed information regarding the implementation of the equal pay 
legislation in practice, the Committee invited the authors of a study analysing the impact of 
the equal pay certification on companies to present their findings. 
Erla S. Kristjánsdóttir, Professor at the University of Iceland, Þóra H Christiansen, 
Adjunct Lecturer at the University of Iceland and Gerða Björg Hafsteinsdóttir, PhD Student 
at the University of Iceland, presented their study, published in December 2020.
The discussion centred on the initial resistance of managers faced with an additional 
bureaucratic burden, their concerns and the challenges that the implementation of the legislation 
presented to companies. It included as well an evaluation of the positive changes it has brought, 
particularly as regards the shift of the focus from individual employees to the job functions and 
the value they represent. The debate concerned evaluation of individual merits and how this can 
be included in equal pay models. 

- Meeting in the Department of Equality, at the Prime Minister Office (9.30-10.30)

At the end of the mission, the delegation held a meeting with two experts from the Department, 
who explained the role of the Department of Equality/PMO in the application and 
implementation of several legislative acts:

• Act on Equal Status and Equal Rights Irrespective of Gender
• Act on Gender Autonomy
• Act on Equal Treatment Irrespective of Race or Ethnic Origin
• Act on Equal Treatment on the Labour Market Irrespective of Race, Ethnic Origin, 

Religion, Life Stance, Disability, Reduced Working Capacity, Age, Sexual 
Orientation, Gender Identity, Sexual Characteristics or Gender Expression 

• Act on the Administration of Matters Concerning Equality 

In their presentation, the experts explained why Iceland has ranked at the top of the WEF Global 
Gender Gap Index during the last twelve years. The main reasons are women‘s political 
participation, the high level of education, work force participation and equal access to health 
care. Besides, parental leave, day care and preschools for all children have made a big impact 
on the development of gender equality in Iceland. Furthermore, equal pay and equality in the 
labour market are high on the political agenda in Iceland. Closing the gender pay gap is 
considered to be a key element when it comes to gender equality, taking into account that equal 
pay and economic independence are the keys to women’s liberation, and an important tool to 
work towards the elimination of all forms of violence against women and girls. 
The equal pay certification/equal pay confirmation play an important role in Iceland. 
Companies and institutions employing 25 or more workers are required on an annual basis to 
implement the Equal Pay Standard and to obtain equal pay certification for their equal pay 
system. The law requires that the genders shall be paid equal wages and enjoy equal terms of 
employment for the same jobs or jobs of equal value. The gender-neutral pay system has to 
be certified by means of an audit by an accredited certification body. However, due to costs 
involved in the certification, companies with an average of 25–49 employees can choose to 
receive an equal pay confirmation instead of the certification. The confirmation is awarded 
by the Directorate of Equality. 

Following facts were stated with regard to the implementation of the equal pay standard:
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 A total of 326 companies and institutions have implemented the equal standard and 
received equal pay certification. 

 The provision on equal pay certification is estimated to cover in total 65% of the 
employees.

 The Directorate of Equality has been authorized to impose daily fines on those 
companies and institutions, which do not comply with the law. However, so far no 
fines were issued. 

 Implementation is still ongoing until the end of 2022.

At the same time, there are two government action groups further working on these issues:
- Action group on equal pay and equality in the labour market: This group, including also 
the social partners, should deliver proposals for concrete actions against the gender segregated 
labour market and the undervaluation of women dominated jobs;
-  and the Working group on pay transparency. This group has a mandate to deliver possible 
proposals to further strengthen the provisions on pay transparency. The group looks also into 
practices in the other Nordic countries and the draft of the EU pay transparency directive. It 
will deliver its outcome in the beginning of 2022. 

Conclusions

The mission provided Members with very useful and detailed information about the practical 
experience of Iceland with the implementation of the equal pay legislation and provided an 
important input for the work of the European Parliament on the Pay Transparency Directive 
and beyond. 


