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Top Earnings Inequality and the Gender Pay Gap:

Canada, Sweden, and the United Kingdom�

Nicole M. Fortin1,∗, Brian Bell1, Michael Böhm1

Abstract

This paper explores the consequences of the under-representation of women in top jobs for the

overall gender pay gap. Using administrative annual earnings data from Canada, Sweden, and

the United Kingdom, it applies the approach used in the analysis of earnings inequality in top

incomes, as well as reweighting techniques, to the analysis of the gender pay gap. The analysis

is supplemented by classic O-B decompositions of hourly wages using data from the Canadian

and U.K. Labour Force Surveys. The paper finds that recent increases in top earnings led to

substantial “swimming upstream” effects, therefore accounting for differential progress in the

gender pay gap across time periods and a growing share of the gap unexplained by traditional

factors.
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1. Introduction

Since the 1980s, many industrialized countries have seen stupendous increases in top income

inequality. As documented by Piketty and Saez (2003, 2013), in the United States the share of

�This paper draws from a keynote address at the 2016 EALE Meetings. We would like to thank for Miles Corak,

Christian Dustmann, Thomas Lemieux, Steve Machin, and conference participants at the 2016 CEA Annual Meetings

for their comments and suggestions on earlier versions of the manuscript. We are also grateful to the editor and a referee

for helpful comments. The use of datasets from Statistics Canada, Statistics Sweden, and the U.K. Office of National

Statistics (ONS) in this work does not imply the endorsement of the statistical agencies in relation to the interpretation

or analysis of the statistical data. This work uses research data sets which may not exactly reproduce ONS aggregates.

Kinsey Nickerson provided outstanding research assistance on this project. This research was generously supported by

CIFAR and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, grant No. 435-2016-0648.
∗Corresponding author at: Vancouver School of Economics, University of British Columbia, 6000 Iona Drive, Van-

couver, BC Canada V6T 1L4

Email addresses: nicole.fortin@ubc.ca (Nicole M. Fortin), brian.bell@kcl.ac.uk (Brian Bell),

mboehm1@uni-bonn.de (Michael Böhm)
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