
JANUARY 2020   |    FACT SHEET

SALARY RANGE TRANSPARENCY 
REDUCES THE WAGE GAP

When an employer asks job applicants what their salary expectations are without providing applicants any 
information about the pay for the position, women lose out. Disclosing salary ranges levels the playing field 
in negotiations, and helps applicants and employees detect and remedy any unjustified pay disparities. 
Transparency around salary ranges also provides companies with an opportunity to proactively review and 
evaluate their compensation practices and address any unjustified disparities between employees. 

Secrecy around salary ranges harms women 
Studies show that women often ask for less when they negotiate than men.1 This is true even when the 
women applicants are otherwise equally qualified and applying for similar jobs as their male counterparts.2 
That may be in part because it is a common practice for job applicants to ask for an amount that is a 10 to 
20 percent increase over their prior salary.3 Given that women and people of color are typically paid less 
than white, non-Hispanic men in the same occupations, they would have to request a particularly large 
percentage increase over their current pay for their request to be on par with their white, non-Hispanic 
male counterparts. Since employers tend to anchor salary negotiations, consciously or subconsciously, to 
the job applicant’s first request,4 providing applicants with a salary range that the employer is willing to pay 
helps level the negotiating playing field and reduces gender wage gaps.

Research shows that salary range transparency helps close wage gaps
Studies show that when job applicants are clearly informed about the context for negotiations, including 
the types of compensation, benefits, or conditions that are negotiable, or the typical pay for the position, 
women are more willing to negotiate, more successful in negotiating, and the gender wage gap narrows.5

The much narrower wage gap in the public sector – where agencies typically have transparent and 
public pay structures – is further evidence that greater pay transparency helps reduce wage disparities. 
Nationally, the gender-based wage gap for all full-time workers, based on median earnings, is 20 percent, 
but in the federal government, where pay rates are publicly available,6 the gender-based wage gap in 2012 
was 13 percent.7

Too many employers are not transparent about salary ranges, but could 



be and should be
Unfortunately, many employers, especially in the private 
sector, are not transparent about pay ranges for positions 
even though, according to a study by payscale.com, 
85 percent of employers use pay ranges to structure 
compensation programs.8 Even if they don’t have 
established pay ranges, all employers generally budget an 
amount for the position for which they are hiring. When 
employers hold all of the salary information, they are at a 
significant advantage in negotiating the lowest possible 
salary and women suffer most.

Employers also often contend that they need to ask job 
applicants for their salary history to not “waste time” 
interviewing someone who would not accept the position 
because the salary is too low. But employers can achieve the 
same efficiency goals—and more effectively—by providing 
job applicants the salary range for a position early in the 
hiring process without introducing information into the 
hiring process that is not necessarily an accurate indicator 
of a candidate’s interest and perpetuates gender and racial 
wage gaps.9

States are leading the way on salary 
range requirements
Given the research demonstrating the effectiveness of 
transparency measures at lessening discriminatory wage 
disparities, a growing number of states have passed or 
proposed laws and adopted executive orders that take 
a step towards salary range transparency. In 2016, the 
Montana governor issued an executive order providing that 
state contractors must include salary ranges in employment 
listings.10 In 2017, California passed a bill requiring 
employers to provide a pay scale upon an applicant’s 
reasonable request.11    

In 2019, Colorado became the first state to require 
employers to include in every job posting the actual hourly 
or salary compensation or range for the position and 
a description of benefits. The new law also requires an 
employer to make reasonable efforts to announce, post, or 
otherwise make known all opportunities for promotion to all 
current employees.12

Also in 2019, Washington amended its equal pay law to 
require employers with 15 or more employees to provide 
the minimum wage or salary for the position to job 
applicants who request it after the employer has offered 
them the position. The new law also requires an employer 
to provide the pay scale or salary range for a position to 
an employee offered an internal transfer to a new position, 
if the employee requests it. If no scale or range exists, the 
employer must provide the employee with the minimum 
salary expectation set by the employer prior to posting 
the position, making a position transfer, or making the 
promotion.13

In the 2020 state legislative sessions, states around the 
country from Massachusetts to South Carolina to Indiana 
are considering bills requiring salary range transparency.

* * *

We all have much to gain from pay transparency. 
Transparency around salary ranges is crucial to leveling 
the playing field for negotiating pay and to ensuring that 
women are paid a fair salary based on what the job is worth. 
Pay transparency also promotes employee loyalty and 
productivity, which is good for employers’ bottom line.14 
All employers and working people should benefit from pay 
transparency measures, no matter where they live and work
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