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Abstract

This article provides novel insights into a less explored topic: the rela-
tionship between the lobbying activities of social partners and business
advocacy groups and the development of gender equality policies. The
study analyses the process of amending Finnish gender equality legisla-
tion to include provisions on pay transparency, focusing on the roles
played by social partners and business advocacy groups in shaping the
policy. Particular attention is given to the discursive strategies and insti-
tutional work employed by these actors to support or, more prominently,
oppose the legislation. The findings reveal that while trade unions gener-
ally advocate for equal pay initiatives, employer organisations and busi-
ness advocacy groups consistently resist pay transparency measures
through discursive strategies, including defensive institutional work and
claims of illegitimacy. These dynamics have significant implications for
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policy development and the broader advancement of gender equality and
equal pay. With the European Union Directive on Pay Transparency
adopted in 2023 and requiring implementation within three years, this
topic holds considerable relevance across the European Union and
beyond.

Keywords
business lobbying, equal pay, pay transparency, policy process, social
partners

Introduction

This article addresses a relatively underexplored area within current scholar-
ship: the role of social partners and associated business advocacy groups in
the development of gender equality policies. The study focuses on a specific
case involving an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to amend Finnish gender
equality legislation to include pay transparency measures, a process abandoned
due to disagreements among government parties. The analysis examines the
formal statements of key stakeholders during the final stages of the policy
process, highlighting the interests and power dynamics of employer organisa-
tions and business advocacy groups, while also considering the perspectives of
other participants.

The gender pay gap continues to be a challenge in most countries, includ-
ing Finland, where it currently stands at 16% (e.g., European Commission,
2022; Official Statistics of Finland, 2023). Pay transparency is increasingly
recognised as a potentially effective measure to address this gap, complement-
ing existing policies and legislation. Following the adoption of the European
Union (EU) Directive on Pay Transparency in March 2023, the implementa-
tion of such policies at the national level has gained renewed urgency. EU
member states are required to adopt the directive within three years, creating
significant pressure to develop corresponding national policies and legislation.

Although the EU Pay Transparency Directive was ultimately accepted, it
faced opposition from various stakeholders, including EU-level business advo-
cacy groups and employer organisations (e.g., Elomiki and Kantola, 2020).
Similar resistance is likely to emerge during national policy processes.
Finland’s current government, led by Prime Minister Orpo, has indicated
in its program that “pay transparency will be promoted according to
minimum standards set in the Directive” (Finnish Government, 2023). This
approach aligns with the government’s conservative-populist and pro-business
orientation, which maintains close ties to business advocacy groups. In con-
trast, the previous government, led by Prime Minister Marin (2019-2023),
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pursued a more ambitious attempt to renew gender equality legislation by
introducing pay transparency measures that exceeded the EU’s requirements.
This bolder approach contributed to significant resistance and ultimately led
to the failure of the proposed legislation. The 2021-2022 policy process under
the Marin administration serves as the empirical case for this article.

This article aims to analyse the arguments presented both in favour of and
against the proposed pay transparency legislation and to examine how these posi-
tions influenced the policy process and its eventual failure. A discursive approach
(e.g., Lombardo et al., 2009), combined with the concept of institutional work
(Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et al., 2011) and scholarship on power,
especially agenda-setting power and decision-making power (e.g., Bachrach and
Baratz, 1962, 1963; Bonafont, 2024; Marchbank, 1994), provides the theoretical
framework. Institutional work refers to actions aimed at creating, maintaining, or
disrupting institutions, which in this context includes legislation as an institu-
tional framework subject to contestation. This article investigates how institu-
tional work was employed both to challenge the status quo and to defend it
by opposing stronger policy measures perceived as threatening the core interests
of employer organisations. The analysis focuses on power dynamics, particularly
the ability to shape the policy agenda (e.g., Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, 1963;
Bergqvist et al., 2015; Marchbank, 1994) and discursively construct (il)legitim-
ate representations of pay transparency and the proposed legislation.

The data used in this research consist of official statements submitted by
various stakeholders (N =37, totalling 185 pages) on the draft pay transpar-
ency legislation during the late stages of the policy process in 2022. While
these statements may not represent the most decisive element influencing
the policy’s outcome, they serve as a final platform for stakeholders to articu-
late their positions. These written submissions explicitly reveal the central
interests of key actors and the discursive strategies employed to argue either
in favour of or against the proposed legislation. As such, this dataset is particu-
larly well-suited for analysing the core interests of different stakeholders and
offers valuable insights into the tactics and discourses of resistance. The ana-
lysis focuses primarily on opposing arguments and the use of defensive institu-
tional work (Maguire and Hardy, 2009), as these reveal what aspects of the
proposed legislation were perceived as threatening and how actors constructed
arguments to advocate for abandoning the government’s bill. In addition to
the primary data, supplementary materials, including media articles, position
statements, press releases by social partners, and prior reports and meeting
minutes from the tripartite working group, were also analysed. This study
addresses the following research questions:

1) What types of arguments and discursive tactics were employed in
favour of or against the pay transparency legislation? How do these
positions vary among different actors?
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2) What forms of institutional work did the stakeholders engage in to
achieve their desired policy outcomes? What underlying interests
are reflected in this institutional work?

This article contributes to the literature on the influence of social partners
and business advocacy groups in policy processes (e.g., Elomiki and Kantola,
2020; Koskinen Sandberg, 2016; Elomiki et al., 2021) by examining a case
where actors formally committed to advancing gender equality policies col-
lectively opposed legislative renewal as a unified group. This resistance,
while apparent, is strategically obscured through various tactics aimed at legit-
imising their opposition, delegitimising opposing views and shaping public
opinion to align with their perspective. The findings consistently demonstrate
that employer organisations and business advocacy groups resist pay transpat-
ency measures via discursive institutional work and claims of illegitimacy.
These tactics have significant implications for policy development and, ultim-
ately, the advancement of gender equality. Given the central role of social part-
ners in policy formulation at both the national level in Finland and the EU
level, such resistance poses a substantial barrier to progress. Research on the
role of social partners and business advocacy groups in shaping governmental
gender equality policies remains limited. By addressing this gap, this article
offers an important contribution to understanding how these actors influence
the policy process in ways that hinder equality initiatives.

Power and institutional work in a policy process

Over the past few decades, lobbying activities have increased significantly, and
the impact of interest groups, including business advocates and social partners,
on public policies is undeniable (e.g., Coen and Katsaitis, 2024). While busi-
ness lobbying has been extensively studied in various contexts — within nation-
states, at the EU level and internationally (e.g., Bernhagen and Briuninger,
2005; Coen, 2009; Miller and Mooney, 2010; Rasmussen, 2015; Vesa
et al., 2018) — the interest and influence business lobbyists, together with
employer organisations, have on gender equality policy has received limited
attention in scholarship so far (but see Elomiki and Kantola, 2020; Elomiki
et al., 2021; Koskinen Sandberg, 2016; Seibicke, 2024).

This study uses scholarship on power, especially agenda-setting and
decision-making power (e.g., Alasuutari and Qadir, 2014; Bachrach and
Baratz, 1962, 1963; Bonafont, 2024), together with the concept of institu-
tional work, borrowed from organisation studies (e.g., Lawrence and
Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et al., 2011) to analyse resistance to the legislative
renewal which business advocacy groups and employer organisations view as
unfavourable to their interests. Institutional work represents actions directed
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at creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions. Institutions are broadly
defined and can take various forms, including legislation. Institutional work
can be categorised as disruptive (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006), aimed at chal-
lenging or dismantling existing institutions, or defensive (Maguire and
Hardy, 2009), aimed at defending and upholding them. Defensive institu-
tional work can be catried out through various means, including discursive
strategies. This study focuses on these discursive tactics and strategies of insti-
tutional work, where actors use powerful discursive tactics to achieve their
objectives in the policy process (e.g., Maguire and Hardy, 2009; Moisander
et al., 2016).

The central factor influencing decision-making is the ability to control the
public discourse and knowledge about the topic in question, thereby influen-
cing the shared understanding of social reality, as well as the understanding of
policy problems (Alasuutari and Qadir, 2014; Van Dijk, 2001). Power rela-
tions between central actors shape all stages of policy processes, from bringing
the issue to the political agenda to negotiation, controlling the agenda, accept-
ance and eventually implementation (e.g., Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, 1963;
Bonafont 2024; Engeli and Mazur, 2018). Business power has been found to
be particularly strong in policy processes, although other actors, such as trade
unions, have power too (Rasmussen, 2015; Vesa et al., 2018). The exercise of
power is present in policy processes, and ‘hurdles’, including forms of resist-
ance and non-acceptance, can cause stumbles at different phases (e.g.,
Bergquvist et al., 2015; Koskinen Sandberg, 2016; Marchbank, 1994).

Pay transparency as a political goal

The right to equal pay is both a human and a fundamental right and is
enshrined in several international treaties (e.g., European Commission,
2006; European Union, 1957; International Labour Organisation, 1951). It
also remains a highly contested issue, with policy measures aimed at equal
pay being met with strong and continuous resistance from several actors,
including business advocacy groups and employer organisations (Erikson,
2021; Koskinen Sandberg, 2016). At the national level, non-discriminatory
and equal pay for women and men is regulated by the Constitution of
Finland (731/1999) and the Equality Act (609/1986) and has been a priority
of gender equality policy in Finland for decades. In recent years, pay transpar-
ency has emerged, both internationally and nationally, as a key factor in
improving gender pay equality (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health,
2021). In 2014, the European Commission (EC) adopted a recommendation
on pay transparency (EC, 2014), and the EU adopted the Pay Transparency
Directive in March 2023, to be implemented by member countries within
three years. The objective of increasing pay transparency was also set out in
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the government programme (2019-2023) of Prime Minister Sanna Marin
(Finnish Government, 2019), which is why the policy process took place
even before the EU Directive came into force.

Finland has a progressive image when it comes to gender equality. Finland,
together with other Nordic countries, features among the most gender-equal
countries in the world (World Economic Forum, 2023). Despite this reputation,
the Nordic countries share structural features that undermine gender equality
goals, such as significant gender segregation in the labour market and a substan-
tial gender pay gap (European Commission, 2022; Gronlund et al., 2017,
Official Statistics of Finland, 2023). The gender pay gap is attributed to the seg-
regation of the labour market, but also lesser valuation of feminised work, which
is institutionalised in the structures of the labour market and collective agree-
ment system (Ref 5). These institutional features are among the main reasons
why all initiatives to further investigate the gender pay gap and organisational
pay practices meet resistance. The central actors know that further scrutiny of
these practices is likely to reveal inequality, and changing the wage levels and
wage relativities is costly. This is particularly problematic for businesses and
employers, although trade unions also have had a role in negotiating wages as
part of collective bargaining; thus, the issue is not entirely unproblematic for
them either.

In Finnish society, social partners have a powerful role in policy formulation,
and employer organisations have typically opposed most major gender equality
initiatives on equal pay but also family policies such as the parental leave system
(Elomiki et al., 2021; Salmi and Lammi-Taskula, 2014). Resisting pay transpar-
ency measures, and more binding and detailed gender equality legislation in
general, has long been a central goal for employer organisations (Elomiki and
Kantola, 2020; Koskinen Sandberg, 2016). Trade unions have mostly supported
such initiatives, at least in the recent past. As collective bargaining has been
decentralised, policy processes are the area in which trade unions, business con-
federation and employer organisations still have significant power. Of these, busi-
ness interest groups have the upper hand (Vesa et al., 2018).

The case: key stakeholders conducting institutional
work around pay transparency legislation renewal

To understand the political debate on pay transparency and its implications, there
must be an understanding of the key stakeholders, their interests and their influ-
ence on political decision-making. It is also important to understand how they
operate to, for example, influence public opinion and the overall policy process.
Prior to the final stages of the policy process and the submission of state-
ments on the draft law, a tripartite working group was established to draft the
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government bill on pay transparency. Formally convened by the Ministry of
Social Affairs and Health, the working group included representatives from
trade union confederations, employer organisations, the business advocacy
group Federation of Finnish Enterprises (which, while not technically an
employer organisation, is a relatively new participant in policy processes),
various ministries and individual experts.

The social partners had already been engaging in institutional work (e.g.,
Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006) to impact public opinion before the working
group’s work formally began. An example of the skilful use of the media
space to influence a policy process was the EK’s (Confederation of Finnish
Industries) widely publicised ‘study’ that, through the use of leading and
manipulative questions, reported that Finns do not want pay transparency
(YLE, 2019). These study results were featured all over the Finnish media
before the tripartite working group had even begun its work. Pay transparency
was deliberately misrepresented by the EK and the SY (Federation of Finnish
Enterprises) as providing unlimited access to colleagues’ pay information and
dubbed as ‘pay snooping legislation’ and ‘mandatory wage publicity’ by organisa-
tions representing employers and businesses (e.g., position statement SY,
2022). Several of these organisations engaged in external communications
both in support of and against pay transparency throughout the policy
process. This advocacy began more than a year before the working group
initiated its work and continued throughout the entire process (e.g., position
statement EK, 2019; position statement STTK, 2019).

As the tripartite working group commenced its work, the minutes of the
meetings (our supplementary data) show that there had been major disagree-
ments on pay transparency law and opposition from employer organisations,
similar to what can be seen from the statements on the bill submitted at a
later stage of the policy process (our main data). The employer organisations,
together with the Federation of Finnish Enterprises SY, argued that the law is
problematic, not needed, a breach of confidentiality and GDPR and will be
burdensome for employers if implemented (minutes of the working group’s
meetings). The process also took an unexpected turn when the EK abandoned
the working group, criticising it for not obeying the practices of typical tripar-
tite policy processes and the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, which was
in charge of the process, for conducting inadequate preparation (YLE, 2020).

In the final report of the working group that presented its work, including
the draft law, most participants submitted either complementary or conflict-
ing statements (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 2021). The SY, the KiT
(the Commission for Church Employers), the KT (Local Government and
County Employers), the SAK (the Central Organisation of Finnish Trade
Unions) and the STTK (the Finnish Confederation of Professionals) provided
statements of disagreement, whereas Akava (the Confederation of Unions for
Professional and Managerial Staff in Finland) and the VIML (the Office for
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the Government as an Employer) left complementary opinions, the latter
being mostly similar to the views of the other employer organisations.

Although the process was difficult, the tripartite working group was able
to deliver a draft law, mainly based on the state administrations’ determin-
ation. The draft law entailed the obligation to promote knowledge of pay,
report on organisational wage determination practices regularly, and employee
representatives’ access to wage data, including individual comparators’ wage
information. Yet, much to everyone’s surprise, the draft law was eventually
abandoned, since the parties comprising Prime Minister Marin’s notably
female-dominated, even feminist, government did not reach an agreement
on it (Finnish Government, 2022). The main topic of debate within the gov-
ernment concerned employees’ right to gain access to wage information,
which was one of the most difficult aspects of the draft law from the employer
organisations’ and business advocates’ perspectives. However, information on
what exactly happened behind closed doors, and why exactly the legislative
process failed, is not available.

Data and methods

For our data, we used different stakeholders’ statements on the bill. The legislative
process in Finland contains a phase in which stakeholders are invited to comment on
the draft law before it continues further into the process. Although not the most
important part of the policy process in terms of influencing the law, these data
are valuable because they expose, in a written and clearly argued format, the
central interests and arguments of the stakeholders; for this reason, they are excellent
for discursive analysis. The data consisted of statements (185 pages) from 37 different
stakeholders on the draft bill concerning possible legislation changes to the Equality
Act to promote pay transparency (VIN/11746/2020). The data were taken from 22
April to 3 June 2022 (Lausuntopalvelu.fi, 2022). Since the statements were publicly
available, there was no need to anonymise the stakeholders. Statements were issued
by government entities, individual specialists, employer organisations, labour
market organisations and other men’s and women’s associations (Table 1).

In addition to the main research data, media articles, position statements and
press releases, working group reports and minutes of the tripartite working
group’s meetings (documentation of 13 meetings, public data, accessed from
Ministry of Social Affairs and Health by request) provided the supporting data
for this article. These were used especially in building the case description
that preceded this section but were not analysed extensively as research data.

The draft bill is available (in Finnish) in Lausuntopalvelu.f
(Lausuntopalvelu.fi, 2022). We here collect suggested changes to the law to
Table 2, translated from Finnish to English by the second author. The trans-
lation was aimed at preserving the meaning of the original text.
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Discursive approach and institutional work

This study employed a combination of qualitative methods, namely qualita-
tive content analysis and discursive methods (e.g., Fairclough, 2015;
Lombardo et al., 2009; Van Dijk, 2001). The analysis aimed to map the dis-
cursive tactics used to support, and especially resist, pay transparency mea-
sures. In doing so, we sought to analyse the institutional work (Lawrence and
Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et al., 2011, Moisander et al., 2016) involved in
deliberate actions to defend existing legislation and resist change.

The data analysis was conducted through a reiterative review process in
which the data were re-read various times. During the first readings, our
main prerogative was to identify and perceive the similarities and differences
between the statements. We also focused on what was being said and what was
not. Subsequently, we focused more on the views and arguments that had been
presented in favour of or in opposition to the pay transparency legislation and
narrowed down the text under analysis. To facilitate understanding of these
messages, we defined the similarities as sets of meanings that enabled the clas-
sification of the data into three main types of discourse: objecting, supporting and
promoting. Finally, we moved on to a more critical level and reflected on the
findings according to a broader theoretical framework of agenda setting and
decision-making power and institutional work.

Results: power and institutional work in the policy
process

Of the 37 statements on the draft government bill, nine (all employer organi-
sations and business advocates, no trade unions) opposed it, 18 agreed with it
(including some of the trade unions), and 10 (including some of the trade
unions) called for even stricter pay transparency regulations. The results of
the content analysis and discursive analysis of the views and arguments
issued in favour of and in opposition to pay transparency legislation are sum-
marised in Table 3. After the summary, a more detailed analysis is presented.
The analysis focuses on the opposing arguments (i.e., defensive institutional
work, Maguire and Hardy, 2009), since they reveal what was considered threa-
tening in the proposed legislation.

Summary of supporting and promoting arguments

The discourses of supporting and promoting pay transparency were distinct.
Supporters expressed relative satisfaction with the draft law, while promoters
advocated for even stronger measures (see Table 3). Supporting arguments had
similarities: they agreed that the government bill promotes wage transparency,
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Table 1. Stakeholders that issued statements on the draft government bill on pay

transparency legislation.

Employer organisations and Association of Finnish Municipalities
linked organisations Confederation of Finnish Industries (EK)

Federation of Finnish Enterprises (SY)
Finnish Food and Drink Industries’ Federation
(ETL)
Local Government and County Employers (KT)
The Finnish Association of Private Care Providers
(HALI)
The Commission for Church Employers (KiT)

Trade unions AKI-Unions
Confederation of Unions for Professional and
Managerial Staff in Finland (Akava)
Industrial Union
Service Union United (PAM)
Social Science Professionals
Talentia Union of Professional Social
Workers
The Central Organisation of Finnish Trade
Unions (SAK)
The Finnish Confederation of Professionals
(STTK)
The Trade Union for the Public and Welfare
Sectors (JHL)
The Union of Professional Engineers in

Finland
Men’s and women’s Business and Professional Women Finland
associations Gender Equality for Men in Finland

Miessakit Association

National Council of Women of Finland

The Central Association for Men’s

Organisations in Finland

The Coalition of Finnish Women’s

Associations (NYTKIS)

The Left Women in Finland

The Women of Europe in Finland
Government entities Chancellor of Justice

Labour Court of Finland

Ministry of Economic Affairs and

Employment

Ministry of Justice
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Ministry of Social Affairs and Health

Non-Discrimination Ombudsman

Office of the Data Protection Ombudsman

Parliamentary Ombudsman of Finland

The Office of the Ombudsman for Equality
Individual specialists Liisa Helamaa

Niklas Bruun

Paula Koskinen Sandberg

equal pay and overall equality, and while it may initially burden employers
administratively, it is expected to enhance job satisfaction, well-being and
productivity. Supporting views also assert that privacy and personal data pro-
tection will not impede pay transparency, as neither gender nor salary is con-
sidered sensitive data under GDPR. Promoting discourses advocate for full pay
transparency, as gender equality as an important political goal justifies pay
transparency. While promoting views see the government bill as a step in
the right direction, they find it insufficient for achieving equal pay and
gender equality. Additionally, they have arguments similar to promoting
views that knowledge of others’ wages would boost job incentives, equity,
occupational well-being and productivity. A summary of supporting and pro-
moting arguments is presented in Table 3.

Opposing arguments: discursive resistance by employers
and business advocates

The most fascinating data among the dataset are the opposing and resisting
arguments by employer organisations and business advocacy groups. These
actors conduct defensive institutional work through a variety of discursive
strategies (Maguire and Hardy, 2009; Moisander et al., 2016) to defy legisla-
tive changes on pay transparency, i.e., limiting decision-making (e.g.,
Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, 1963). Altogether, nine statements were
against the draft government bill, seven of which were by employer organisa-
tions or business advocacy groups (namely Federation of Finnish Enterprises
SY) and two by associations promoting anti-feminist views. The findings
highlight the fact that employer organisations and business advocacy groups
opposed pay transparency measures throughout the process, clearly and con-
sistently. The same views, arguments and wordings were often repeated in
the dissenting statements concerning why the drafting of the legislative pro-
posal should not be continued, indicating that these texts had been drafted
together among the group of likeminded actors to build a common strategic
argumentation against the government bill, enhancing their impact. For
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Table 2. Suggested amendments to Finnish gender equality law.

Type of text change and where it appears

Suggested text changes, additions and

0missions

6 § (Heading: The employer’s obligation
to promote equality and knowledge of
pay), text changel/small addition

6 § (Heading: The employer’s obligation
to promote equality and knowledge of
pay), text addition, larger new text

6 a § (Heading: Measures to be taken to
promote equality in working life), rexz
changelsmall addition

6 b § (Heading: Pay survey), text change,

larger new text

10 § (Heading: The employer’s
obligation to explain their procedures),

text change, larger new text

The employer’s obligation to promote
equality and knowledge of pay

The employer needs to annually report to
employees the pay system used by the work
organisation, and its application, other
terms of wage formation, rewards, and how
the employee can impact their own pay.

There is a requirement to communicate
to employees about the gender
equality plan and its updates. The
gender equality plan and pay surveys needs
10 be freely available to the entire personnel.

To guarantee the coverage of the pay
comparison, or to identify reasons for wage
gaps, the employer must give personnel
representatives mentioned in 6 a §:n 2
momentum the necessary information on
individual employees wage and grounds for
wage determination. The personnel
representatives have the obligation to treat
received information confidentially.

By the request of an employee suspecting pay
discrimination, the shop steward or other
representative of personnel has the right to
gain information on individual employee’s
wage and conditions of work to investigate
the suspected wage discrimination. The
employer needs to notify the employees whose
information has been given. The employer
representative only has right to use the
information for the purpose it was given.
What this momentum states on the
employer’s obligation to veport is nor applied
to wage information mentioned in Register
Act (1010/1989) 7 §:n 1. If the work
organisation does not have a personnel

(continued)
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Table 2. (continued)

Suggested text changes, additions and
Type of text change and where it appears omissions

representative, the employee suspecting pay
discrimination has the right to gain the
information stated in this momentum via
Ombudsman for Equality.
17 § (Heading: Giving the information to Text to be omitted and replaced by the

Ombudsman for Equality), fexr deletion text addition above to 10 §

The current law entails a section to how

and under which circumstances wage

information is given to Ombudsman

for Equality. This was to be replaced by

the text under 10 § entailing personnel

representatives right to gain this

information.

business power, unity between different actors is central to achieving lobbying
objectives (e.g., Rasmussen, 2015). The opposition is very clear in the
Federation of Finnish Enterprises’ statement:

The Federation of Finnish Enterprises opposes the propositions presented in the
draft government bill, and in our view the bill is not feasible in the form that it is
presented in the draft — the government bill is illogical, legally low quality and
substantially interferes with employees’ right to privacy. (Federation of Finnish
Enterprises SY, 2022, June 3)

The dissenting statements shared several common views and arguments:
increased negative effects on jobs, non-compliance with General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) and privacy, increased administrative burden and costs for
employers, risk of increased use of legal processes, and questioning the existence
of pay discrimination in Finnish society. Furthermore, these statements argued
that Finnish legislation was already sufficiently binding. They highlighted that
the Equality Act had been recently amended in 2014 and contended that employers
already avoided pay discrimination due to the reputational harm it could cause.

Several of the dissenting statements mentioned that the draft bill did not
comply with the principles of traditional tripartite preparation and that the
impact assessment, which served as the background to the draft government
bill, had been unsatisfactorily, inadequately and unilaterally carried out.
The statements described the proposed amendments as illogical, legally
weak, employer-blaming or causing significant interference in the protection
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Table 3. The three main discourse types in statements on the government bill

according to the respective actors.

Objecting

Supporting

Promoting

Current legislation is
already sufficiently
binding.

The draft bill will harm
employers through
bureaucracy and

increased costs.

The objectives are not
based on objectively

verifiable criteria.

Equality in Finland is
already at a high
level.

There will be threats to
privacy and the
GDPR.

The bill will lead to
increased disunity,
envy and court
proceedings and a
decrease in the overall

wage level.

The draft government bill
will promote wage
knowledge, equal pay and
equality.

It will initially increase the
administrative burden of
employers, and job
satisfaction, well-being at
work and productivity
will also increase.

Society must take adequate
and reasonable measures
to prevent gender-based

pay discrimination.

The gender pay gap in
Finland is still above the
EU average.

The protection of privacy
and personal data does not
prevent pay transparency.
Data concerning gender
and salary are not
sensitive, according to the
GDPR.

More equitable
remuneration will have a
positive impact on job
satisfaction, and hence

productivity.

Full pay transparency will
promote equality in the

most effective way.

Increasing equality is a
sufficient basis for pay

transparency.

The draft government bill
is a step in the right
direction but
insufficient to achieve
equal pay and equality.

Gender inequality in pay is
a persistent problem in
Finnish working life.

The GDPR does not
prevent even greater pay
transparency from being

achieved.

Knowledge of other
people’s wages will
increase job incentives
and equity and increase
occupational well-being
and productivity.

of the privacy of workers. Overall, the draft government bill was considered
‘unenforceable’, an expression used by several actors.

The amendments are inappropriate, foreign to the practical working life, increas-

ing administrative bureaucracy and employer costs, contradictory and unclear in

nature, infringing the protection of privacy and giving a distorted picture of the
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situation of equality in working life. (The Commission for Church Employers
KiT, 2022, June 2)

The amendments seem to reflect ideological dreams, and they do not in essence
respond to the needs of working life in practice. Non-workable amendments are
not in anyone’s best interest. There is no need for sections that are foreign to prac-
tice in the workplace, and obsessing on these sections does not contribute to their
objectives. (Confederation of Finnish Industries EK, 2022, June 3)

In its statement, the Confederation of Finnish Industries EK stated that
gender equality was a fundamental right that had great importance and was
to be welcomed, but it was not enough to justify undermining this fundamen-
tal right and protecting a person’s privacy by increasing pay transparency.
According to the dissenting statements, the draft government bill also gave
a distorted picture of the situation of equality in working life since it
assumed that there was significant gender-based pay discrimination in the
Finnish labour market. However, the statements claimed that there were no
grounds or statistics to support such a presumption.

Several dissenting statements considered the current state of equality to be
very good in Finland in international comparisons. The Federation of Finnish
Enterprises SY pointed out in its statement that Finland was the third most
equal country in the world, according to the World Economic Forum; that
it was the second most equal country in the EU in terms of gender participa-
tion in work; that equality for Finnish women at work was the fourth highest
in the world; and that Finland was third in terms of having the most equal
balance of power, compared with other EU member states. The Local
Government and County Employers KT added:

The starting point for the draft government bill, namely that pay equality is not
being achieved in the workplace due to discrimination, and therefore that pay
transparency regulations should be tightened, is incorrect. There is no scientific
or statistical evidence of such a problem at all, not to mention that it would be a
major problem in Finnish workplaces. (The Local Government and County
Employers KT, 2022, June 3)

The dissenting statements highlighted what were argued to be the under-
lying causes of the pay gap between women and men. For example, the Local
Government and County Employers KT and the Federation of Finnish
Enterprises SY stated that the pay gap was due to segregation in working
life, with women and men working in different fields and in different posi-
tions. This common argument used by the employers in their public speeches
and documents effectively shifted attention from the undervaluation of femin-
ised work and workplace-level pay disparities to the structural features of the
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labour market and, ultimately, individual choices. A similar discursive tactic
has often been used by employers in previous policy processes and their exter-
nal communication.

The average difference in pay between women and men is not due to the fact that
the same employer pays different wages for similar jobs; the difference is due to
the fact that women and men work in different sectors, and the pay capacity of
different employers varies from one sector to another. (Local Government and
County Employers KT, 2022, June 3)

Almost all the dissenting statements agreed that increasing knowledge of
pay in Finland would be a good thing, but to ensure equality in the workplace,
there was already sufficient information about basic wages and the basis for
determining possible increases; therefore, no legislative changes were
needed. Possible increases in pay transparency were seen to have increased
employees’ envy and curiosity towards their co-workers’ wages, which
would lead to the abuse of legitimate suspicions of pay discrimination in
accordance with the draft bill.

The dissenting statements also highlighted that increasing pay transpar-
ency could lead to issues such as rising wages and workers” willingness to
change jobs. Fearing charges of wage discrimination, employers no longer
dared to raise employees’ wages or compete for skilled workers on the basis
of what they would pay. Some of the statements also referred to increased
pay transparency in the draft government bill affecting companies’ inter-
national competitiveness and weakening their opportunities to reward
employees with better salaries.

All of the dissenting statements objected to an amendment forcing
employers to report annually on the remuneration system and one of the obli-
gations for employers to devise equality plans under section 6a of the Equality
Act that would apply to workplaces with at least 20 employees, instead of the
current 30. This was seen as a significant and unnecessary administrative
burden that would cause increased bureaucracy and financial costs for
smaller companies.

There is no objectively verifiable information or evidence that there are such pro-
blems or shortcomings in the companies that employ 20-29 people that would be
remedied by the obligation to draw up an equality plan. (Confederation of
Finnish Industries EK, 2022, June 3)

The inadequacy of the draft bill was also highlighted by the fact that a
breach of privacy or of the GDPR would violate EU law. According to the
statements, information on an individual employee’s wages should under no
circumstances be made public, and all recipients of the information should
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have an obligation of secrecy under the law. The right of staff representatives to
be provided with details of employees” wages in the event of pay discrimin-
ation was also considered inappropriate. Current legislation has already pro-
vided sufficient scope to influence suspected pay discrimination through the
Ombudsman for Equality.

When interpreting the texts, it is crucial to consider the vested interests of
the authors, as these directly influenced the content of their statements.
Employer organisations, for instance, represented the interests of the employ-
ers they serve, including businesses, public sector entities and third-sector
organisations, thereby highlighting the importance of their perspectives.
Similarly, the Federation of Finnish Enterprises advocated on behalf of
smaller companies and businesses in Finland. For example, the potential ben-
efits of pay transparency for employees and organisations and the promotion of
gender equality in general were not discussed. The draft bill was viewed by the
employers’ associations as taking an unnecessary and unilateral ideology, and
their statements pointed out the disadvantages it posed for employers. Gender
equality was considered important, but it was argued that it was already at a
high level in Finland, with the current legislation already providing sufficient
means to promote equal pay.

Illegitimacy claims as institutional work

To summarise the main results and further demonstrate the kind of discursive
strategies and discursive institutional work (Moisander et al., 2016) that those
opposed used in trying to delegitimise the draft law, seven main claims of
illegitimacy or actions to create illegitimacy, based on the analysis in the
earlier sections (both main data and supporting data, such as news stories
and minutes of the meetings of the working group), are presented in
Table 4. To understand the outcomes of the process, the ultimate failure of
the draft law and the power dynamics impacting the process, it is especially
important to analyse further the opposition to the law and the discourse
used in the opposition.

The discursive tactics used by opponents of the draft law primarily
involved portraying the legislation and its preparatory process in a negative
light. These tactics included attempts to sway public opinion against the
law or asserting that public opinion was already opposed to it, often referen-
cing media articles to support these claims. Such efforts began even before
the formal policy process commenced. Opponents also argued that the law
was unnecessary, contending that it was based on unwarranted assumptions,
such as the existence of wage discrimination. This approach sought to under-
mine not only the draft law itself but also the underlying policy problem it
aimed to address. Additionally, they asserted that the law was non-compliant
with GDPR and claimed that it would impose an excessive administrative
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burden on employers. The legitimacy was also eroded by claims of bad govern-
ance by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, with the employer organisa-
tions claiming that the ministry had not followed the usual policy processes
and rules or conducted proper impact assessments. The ultimate illegitimacy
claim was to state that the law was unenforceable and that it could not be
implemented because it had fundamental errors. All of these tactics consti-
tuted discursively conducted defensive institutional work and resistance
towards the legislation via illegitimacy claims (e.g., Maguire and Hardy,
2009; Moisander et al., 2016). These efforts aimed to dismantle the policy
process, erode its credibility and ultimately prevent the law’s renewal and
implementation.

Discussion and conclusion

This article analysed the discursive strategies used in support of, and especially
in opposition to, Finland’s proposed pay transparency law in 2022. The ana-
lysis focused on discursive tactics within a policy process characterised by
divergent stakeholder interests, where formal participants of a policy process
(employer organisations and business advocacy groups) actively opposed the
policy objective. The study utilised the concept of institutional work, which

Table 4. Illegitimacy claims and action presented by opposers of the pay transparency

law.
Illegitimacy claim/action Examples
Negative branding via ‘Pay snooping law’; mandatory wage publicity
media
Appealing to public ‘Finns do not want pay transparency’
opinion
Claiming non-necessity The law is not needed; there is no pay discrimination; it
is all based on gender segregation of the labour
market.
Claiming GDPR issues Claiming that the draft law does not comply with
GDPR
Claiming administrative Claiming that implementing the law would be costly
burden and burdensome to the employers
Claiming bad governance  Not obeying the principles of the tripartite policy
processes process and preparation; insufficient impact
assessment
Claiming fundamental The law is unenforceable and non-workable.

error
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encompasses actions aimed at creating, maintaining, or disrupting institutions
(Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006; Maguire and Hardy, 2009; Moisander et al.,
2016), alongside scholarship on agenda-setting and decision-making power
and discourse analysis (e.g., Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, 1963; Fairclough,
2015). The institution targeted in this case was Finland’s gender equality
legislation, which was slated for amendment.

Legislative reforms must navigate numerous obstacles and are vulnerable
to challenges at various stages of the policy process (e.g., Bergqvist et al.,
2015; Koskinen Sandberg, 2016; Marchbank, 1994). Policy initiatives
aimed at promoting equal pay are often contentious and perceived as threaten-
ing by certain stakeholders, making them particularly susceptible to resist-
ance. Although disagreements among government parties ultimately
derailed the proposed pay transparency reform, employer organisations and
business advocacy groups may have played an important role in its collapse.
Their lobbying efforts and strategic use of discursive institutional work effect-
ively delegitimised the initiative in the eyes of both the public and
policymakers.

Our findings show that all employer organisations and the business advo-
cacy group, the Federation of Finnish Enterprises, opposed pay transparency in
a clear, open and consistent manner. From the perspective of agenda-setting
power and decision-making power (e.g., Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, 1963;
Bonafont, 2024; Marchbank, 1994), these groups were unable to prevent
pay transparency from being included on the political agenda during the
left-green-centre government of Prime Minister Marin. However, they suc-
cessfully influenced the decision-making process. In their discursive institutional
work (Moisander et al., 2016) opposing the policy, the draft law was portrayed
in highly negative terms through various claims of illegitimacy. Opponents
frequently characterised the drafting process as exceptionally inadequate and
unilateral.

Power is expressed not only through decision-making but also through
the ability to limit and prevent decisions from being implemented
(Bachrach and Baratz, 1963; Koskinen Sandberg, 2016; Marchbank, 1994),
such as obstructing the enforcement of new legislation. Established connec-
tions between political parties and ideologically aligned lobbying organisa-
tions often provide such groups with informal access to policy processes.
This dynamic is evident in the relationships between business lobbying
groups and pro-business political parties, as well as between left-wing
parties and trade unions. In this case, the institutional work of employer orga-
nisations and business advocates effectively resisted legislative change. The
presence of central actors within policy processes who work against proposed
reforms has significant implications: their influence can weaken legislation or
even cause legislative initiatives to fail entirely. Weaker gender equality legis-
lation undermines efforts to promote gender equality and combat wage
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discrimination, ultimately hindering societal progress toward equality. As the
EU Directive on Pay Transparency is implemented in the coming years,
similar patterns of resistance are likely to emerge. This highlights the import-
ance of studying how key stakeholders interfere with or obstruct policy pro-
cesses and understanding the broader consequences of these actions.
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