
Women on top?
The glass ceiling was arguably shattered in the book trade years ago. Women now make up the majority 
of the industry and some of its most powerful players—such as Dame Gail Rebuck, Victoria Barnsely and 
Dame Marjorie Scardino—are women. Why then, Katie Allen asks, does a pay gap still persist?

This year marks the 30th anniver-
sary of Women in Publishing, the 
organisation set up in 1979 to pro-
mote the status of women working in 
the industry. 

The late 1970s saw a blossoming 
of women’s writing organisations 
designed to break down the “old boys’ 
club” of publishing such as the launch 
of lesbian feminist publisher Only 
Women Press in 1974, The Women’s 
Press in 1978, the Silver Moon Book-
shop in 1984 and Virago in 1973. 

Thir ty years on, the industr y 
is more female-dominated than it 
has ever been. A recent survey by 
Bookcareers.com in May of this 
year found that 83% of respondents 
were female. “If you look at the sta-
tistics, women buy more books and 
they read more books so it’s natural 
they gravitate towards it,” says Julie 
Crisp, senior commissioning editor 
at Pan Macmillan; a recent report, 
Books and the Consumer 2008–9, by 
Book Marketing Limited found that 
55% of readers were women. Outside 
of publishing companies themselves, 
some of the most high-profile movers 
and shakers, picked out in this year’s 
“The Bookseller Century”, the list of 
the top 100 people in the trade, are 
women, such as Asda book buying 
manager Steph Batesman and PFD 
c.e.o. Caroline Michel. 

The trade was also hailed earlier 
this year as a promoter of women. 
Pearson was given the number one 
slot in a list of FTSE 350 companies 
surveyed for gender balance and 
equal opportunities in August by the 
Co-operative Asset Management for 
the Observer. Pearson is only one of 
nine FTSE 350 firms with a female 
c.e.o., Marjorie Scardino. In UK pub-
lishers three other major companies 
are topped by women: Gail Rebuck 
at Random House, Victoria Barns-
ley at HarperCollins and Annette 
Thomas at Macmillan. Women man-
age increasingly varied departments. 
“There doesn’t seem to be a glass 
ceiling as in other industries,” says 
Hazel Cushion, founder and m.d. of 
Accent Press. “We are a successful 
company . . . I don’t want to blow my 
own trumpet but I have been used a 

lot in media outside the book trade 
as an example [of women running 
businesses]. It’s positive for publish-
ing from that point of view.”

Must do more?
But have women progressed as far 
as they could or should have done 
by now? Looking again at “The Book-
seller Century”, only 28 out of the 100 
are female. Why is it not yet 50/50, or 
even more weighted towards women, 
given the make-up of the industry? 

For a start, there is the simple 
matter of timing. It takes years to 

reach the position of m.d., and with 
the industr y having been male-
dominated in the past, they have 
naturally reached the top first and in 
greater numbers.

But one uncomfortable explana-
tion could be simple prejudice—all 
of the women spoken to flagged it 
up, as Cushion puts it: “[that] the 
old cliché is true—[as a woman] you 
have to be stronger, better and more 
determined than male colleagues. 
You have to claw your way to the top, 
no one makes it easy for you.” Nicola 
Crossley, who is employed in her first 
job at Orion as custom publishing 
administrator (and is also the social 
secretary of the SYP, and Orion’s rep 
for English PEN) says: “The women 
I know are very ambitious—to make 
up for a shortfall perhaps? They all 
work harder to be noticed. It’s not 
just a job—women friends of mine 
[in publishing] work for spoken word 
groups, volunteer, run events. It’s a 
lifestyle and vocation.”

Plus, there is the added complica-
tion of children and families. A report 
by the Equality & Human Rights Com-
mission this October found that 45% 
of men fail to take the full two weeks’ 
leave they are entitled to after becom-
ing a parent, while women can take up 
to 52 weeks of maternity leave, and 
this break can be disadvantageous. 
Cushion says: “Sadly, the career 
break sets women behind—men keep 
forging ahead.” It is a general worry 
backed by another survey carried out 
this October for personneltoday.com, 
which found that 77% of women polled 
felt that their career progression was 
adversely affected by having children.

However, when women do return 
to the industry, it is more flexible 
than it has ever been. Suzanne Collier 
of publishing careers service Bookca-
reers.com says: “There is some  truth 
in that old joke: ‘You will never find 
anyone in editorial on a Friday’ .” The 
nature of publishing work means that 
women with families can take advan-
tage of “flexible working patterns 
not flexible time”; she also points out 
that freelances are more likely to be 
women. Crisp adds: “Publishing is 
very encouraging about getting you 

Julie Crisp
Senior commissioning editor Pan Macmillan

“I’ve been in publishing 10 years and it’s changed even since I have 
been there. Female domination was marked then and even more 
so now, which is no bad thing! When publishing was in its infancy 
it was male dominated, and men have worked their way up so they 
are in charge [now]. But it’s only a matter of time [before women 
do the same]. The publishing workforce is so dominated by women 
it’s only natural they will rise up. The old guard is still there but the 
new guard is snapping at their heels.”
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back afterwards, which I think is 
different to 10 years ago. A job is a 
big part of [women’s] lives, it’s a big 
part of who you are. You’re not going 
to lose your passion for books just 
because you’ve had a baby.”

But it is this “passion” that can 
ultimately be restrictive in terms of 
progression, and ultimately, pay. Pub-
lishing as an industry tends to attract 
arts graduates—who predominately 
tend to be female. On my own Eng-
lish Studies undergraduate course 
six years ago, it was not uncommon 
to see perhaps four or five boys in 
an entire lecture hall. Many of the 
people I spoke to believed in inher-
ent personality traits. Cushion again: 
“Women do have that natural flair 
for editorial and publicity, the very 
creative side that’s needed. They 
empathise with the reader. It’s a very 
creative industry, very suited to the 
female personality.” 

Why this apparent female strength 
in creativity should be is down to 
sociologists or indeed teachers, but 
it means that a young person enter-
ing publishing is likely to be female, 
and thus more inclined to take a crea-
tive position, particularly in editorial, 
publicity, sales or marketing, as a 
2007 survey of the American publish-
ing industry by Publishers Weekly that  
found that the editorial sector was 
74% women, and sales and marketing 
69% women. 

This seeming perfect fit, plus the 
“passion” felt towards book publish-
ing, can unfortunately also be ham-
pering. In such a small industry, 
career fluidity whether upwards or 
even sideways, can be tricky; finance 
or managerial roles, which are not 
limited to one business as a publisher 
position can be, tend to be taken by 
men. As Collier argues: “Men are 
more likely to have a career plan, 
they tend not to be caught up in emo-
tions i.e. ‘I love this book, I love work-
ing with this author’.” 

Pay gap
All of this has resulted in a situation 
where there is still a significant pay 
gap. The Bookcareers survey put 
the disparity at 15%. This is better 
than the national average, which 
the Office of National Statistics this 
month has put at having narrowed 
to 16.4% from 17.1% in the past year. 
But it is still there, and the results 
are not even skewed by part-time 
figures, as these did not apply to the 
survey. 

Why is this? Surely in the 21st cen-
tury out-and-out discrimination is leg-
islated out of existence? But Collier 
was able to point to several examples 
she had heard of, such as of a man 
and woman doing the same job, with 
the man receiving £1,500 more. “[The 
pay gap] is more a sociological prob-
lem than a publishing problem,” says 

Crisp. “Men are used to switching 
jobs for pay [whereas] women tend to 
be more interested in staying. . . So a 
man that comes in [from elsewhere] 
is going to be on a higher wage.” She 
adds: “ Men tend to be more clinical 
about wages. For women, job satisfac-
tion is more important.”

For Collier, the most important 
reason is because “some of the pay 
disparity is down to the differences 
in the way that the genders negoti-
ate. The best way to fight back is 
through negotiation.”

So what next? Publishing still 
seems to be one of the most posi-
tive, female-friendly industries for 
women, from company-wide initia-
tives such as Pearson’s to the slow 
climb of the individually ambitious, 
although more needs to be done. As 
a first jobber, Crossley is enthusias-
tic: “There is an aspect that is always 
going to be very traditional but it is 
rapidly changing, such as with the 
growth of digital, and with that the 
industry is changing . . . It’ll all bal-
ance out in the end.” Whereas Cush-
ion argues: “When I started [Accent] 
I was effectively a single mother (as 
my husband was working away) with 
triplets under five. If that doesn’t 
prove how flexible publishing is, I 
don’t know what does.” 

HAZEL CUShION
FOUNDER AND M.D. Of ACCENT PRESS

“Publishing does offer a flexible job for women with families. It 
is the sort of job you can work around. It’s a traditional industry 
but I suspect in 10 years’ time it will all change, so many people 
are working flexibly now. As an m.d. I’ve not been discriminated 
against as a woman, but I have been discriminated against because 
I’m not a London publisher.”

NIcOLA CROSSLEY
CUSTOM pUBliSHiNG ADMiNiSTRATOR AT ORiON

“Years ago men did dominate the industry but times have changed, women are career-
minded. But a publishing career is a slow-burner, and people stay. I want to be an editor of 
commercial non-fiction or non-fiction. I do believe the industry is competitive but you will 
get the job if you’re good. Nowadays gender doesn’t come into it.”
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