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THE ULTIMATE GUIDE FOR WOMEN 
TO MAXIMISE LIFETIME EARNINGS
Did you know that women earn one million dollars less than men 
over their lifetime? The reasons are as complex as they are common 

— from missed opportunities, career breaks and the subtle (and
not-so-subtle) ways women hesitate to self-advocate. In Earning 
Power acclaimed workplace expert Roxanne Calder shows how small, 
intentional choices can rewrite your financial destiny. 

Featuring interviews with trailblazing women who have faced (and
conquered) career-defining challenges, including RecipeTin Eats’ Nagi
Maehashi, political powerhouse Peta Credlin, kikki.K founder Kristina
Karlsson, journalist Leila McKinnon, burns surgeon Professor Fiona
Wood and recruitment magnate Julia Ross, you’ll learn to:

• apply the million-dollar formula to transform your earning trajectory
• cultivate the confidence to claim your true value
• navigate stereotypes, bias, and imposter syndrome with grace

and grit
• identify critical career crossroads and make them work for you
• embrace personal and professional growth that aligns with purpose.

It’s time to close the gap. Earning Power gives you the mindset, tools 
and confidence you need to take control of your future.

ROXANNE CALDER is a recruiter,
career advisor, and employment expert. As the 
Managing Director of EST10, one of Australia’s 
leading recruitment agencies, Roxanne has spent 
her career navigating the intricate intersections 
of talent and opportunity, reshaping how 
individuals and businesses approach success in 
the modern workplace.

‘Roxanne is a true leader in helping women be the very best they can be.’ 

— Helen McCabe, Founder, Future Women
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I dedicate this book to my family, my patient and caring partner,  
Richard, my dad, mum, sister and brother,  

BFF Daisy and beautiful Lily.
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Introduction

WHO WEARS 
THE PANTS?

In 1995, gender equality was a distant dream. For starters, where I 
worked, the company policy for women was ‘skirts only’. Matching 
suit jackets were, of course, also the norm. Trousers were not allowed, 
and stockings or pantyhose were a must. No bare legs, no open-
toed or flat shoes and categorically no trainers. The word used in 
the policy manual was ‘polished’. As for ‘casual Fridays’, we didn’t 
have them. There was no negotiation, compromise or pandering. If 
you didn’t like it, you didn’t join the company

The economic conditions were also vastly different. When I 
entered the workforce — with youth unemployment at 28.1 per 
cent and the overall  unemployment rate at 10  per  cent — I was 
grateful to have any job. With the surplus of job seekers, there was 
always someone ready and available to take your position. Being so 
easily replaceable was part of the psychological carry-all you took 
with you to work.

Just before starting my new job, I was to learn the gravity 
of the ‘no pants’ policy. I nervously but oh so carefully selected 
an outfit to wear when returning my signed contract. It was a 
cool August day and I remember wearing navy woollen tailored 
Country Road pants, a fitted, grey, long-sleeved cotton top, also 
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from Country Road, and brown Timberland loafers. It was the 
quintessential 1990s preppy look and I had it down pat!

My boss, however, was not impressed. She took my contract, 
shook my hand and with an assertive, throaty laugh, said, ‘You won’t 
be wearing that outfit on Monday.’ It was the pants. I’m tough-
skinned, but I was taken aback. I had always been, and remain, a 
tiny bit rebellious — not to mention an enormous and sometimes 
annoying supporter of female ‘anything’. I loved being a ‘girl’ but 
pushed the boundaries on how that was defined, especially when 
it came to competing with males.

As a child, I was described as ‘complex’, and I’m certain my 
parents were frequently confounded. I was the tomboy building 
rafts, but I had a Barbie, a doll’s house and every other doll 
imaginable. I wore surfer-style boys’ board shorts but, at the same 
time, insisted on the fashionable 1970s maxi dresses, long boots 
and Farrah Fawcett (Charlie’s Angels) hairstyle. I  challenged the 
boys at school, never tolerated their nonsense and aspired to have 
a ‘man’s job’ when I grew up. I wanted to be an engineer, like my 
dad — that is, until I realised it involved physics.

So, the ‘no pants’ policy was confronting and a tough pill to 
swallow. But I am a huge pragmatist and a bit vain. Frankly, I don’t 
look great in trousers. My legs aren’t long enough to carry the 
look. The Country Road ones were pretty much my limit and 
only on ‘skinny days’. I tackled the dilemma in the practical way I 
usually do: I preferred skirts anyway, so I got on with it.

I should mention I was also conditioned. In a world where 
conformity often disguised itself as tradition, I was conditioned to 
accept a ‘no trouser policy’ as perfectly acceptable. I mean, my own 
school, which I had left not that long before, had a skirts-only rule. I 
was also conditioned to accept and not question authority (another 
sign of the times). Despite my innate rebellious disposition, I accept 
authority when I respect it, and I respected and trusted my new 
bosses. I was hungry to embark on my career and to learn all I could.

It might seem disappointing to contemporary readers that my 
boss — being a woman — enforced a ‘skirts only’ policy. Don’t be 
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Who wears the pants?

too quick to judge though. It was a necessary and clever approach 
to navigating the bias and discrimination of the 1990s, which was 
rife. The aim of the policy was for women to ‘fit in’. My boss was 
a feminist, and her goal was to empower other women. She also 
innately and intuitively understood that women needed to fit in by 
stealth back then.

By ‘fitting in’ when we went to a meeting — which was 
typically run by a male 20 years older than us — we lessoned the 
likelihood of judgement and rejection. I assure you, if I went to 
a meeting back then in jeans or looking remotely masculine in 
trousers — or didn’t wear a jacket or heels, for that matter — it is 
safe to say the client would have chosen another consultant to 
work with. Someone ‘more professional’.

I am grateful to have worked in such a culture in my 
formative years. Being a pragmatist, the emphasis on presentation 
and business polish at that age helped me to overcome feelings 
of self doubt and instead instilled in me confidence and pride. I 
felt empowered despite, or maybe because of, the mandated skirt 
culture. My strong value set and ardent belief in supporting all 
things female remain, and have developed into a job with purpose 
in a profession I love.

I have the fondest memories of my first ‘proper’ job due to 
the amazing and powerful women I worked with. They were 
innovative, entrepreneurial and pushed all boundaries. I  was 
given every opportunity to shine and advance, and I took it. 
When I interview women today, they often tell me they don’t 
want to work for a female boss or in a predominantly female 
environment. I am perplexed and saddened when I hear this 
and think, ‘Oh, shame, you don’t know what you are missing 
out on!’

Today I run my own recruitment business, EST10. I have 
managed corporate recruitment firms throughout Australia, the 
UK, Singapore and Hong Kong. I have completed my MBA, and 
Earning Power is my second book. I know the workplace back 
to front: I have placed thousands of women in jobs and assisted 
thousands more with career advice.
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The attitudes of 1995 are thankfully in the past. The ‘skirts 
only’ policies are long gone. But don’t be fooled: the sayonara is 
superficial. I consider it a token gesture by society and corporations. 
I am sure it’s only intended to keep us quiet for a bit. A stall tactic 
even. But not if, like me, you stand up for those who can’t, and 
choke loudly on injustice.

So what is the real litmus test for gender equality? The ultimate 
truth serum? It’s pay equity. Progress in this area is practically 
prehistoric. In March 2023, the Australian federal parliament passed 
the Workplace Gender Equality Amendment (Closing the Gender Pay 
Gap) Bill 2023.

Ahem … that’s nearly 30 years after our ‘skirts only’ era, and 
the only way to achieve pay equity is by enshrining it in law. A 
stark reality, difficult to comprehend and even harder to accept in 
our supposedly enlightened times.

As a recruitment expert who has worked with countless 
women over the years, I can attest to the harsh reality of the 
earnings discrepancies. The inequities are bold, in your face and, 
sadly, entrenched — and the facts back this up.

$1 million and counting …
Data and statistics show women to be consistently financially worse 
off than men. The average gender-based pay discrepancy over a 
lifetime is $1  million … and counting. Along comes retirement, 
and it’s too late.

I’ve long known about the million-dollar disparity in earnings. 
I formulated my own calculations and estimates long ago, and I am 
not sure whether to be deeply concerned or somewhat proud that 
my findings are eerily similar to those of the Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency (WGEA).

Financial independence empowers and liberates. Financial 
resources grant us the freedom to choose our own paths in life, 
fostering responsibility, innovation and creativity. What I cherish most 
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Who wears the pants?

about economic independence is the ability to help others. So yes, 
while women benefit from financial independence, so does society.

The workplace gender law underscores the harsh reality of wage 
inequality. It rightfully points the finger at companies, executives 
and society. The WGEA, and others, attribute the gap in earnings 
to social, economic and structural factors. They are accurate in their 
assessments and the external pressure is necessary and justified.

Still, it’s not enough. Waiting for these structural changes to 
‘make things better’, fair and equitable is simply too long. At this pace, 
even our grandchildren will be too old to benefit from the reforms.

When it comes to my future, I have a problem attributing 
accountability and responsibility solely to external forces. And it’s 
not a debate on whether what they are saying is right or wrong. It’s 
more about it being out of my control and in the hands of others.

I’ve never been good at handing over control, especially when  
it has to do with my earnings, finances, dreams and future. This might 
be why I am often considered pushy, ballsy or bossy. This also might be  
why this rebellious ‘pro-female anything’ advocate has written  
this book.

The premise of Earning Power is self-efficacy: to help women 
be in control of their financial future, to earn more and work 
towards closing the gender pay gap for themselves. It looks at 
the gender pay gap from a different angle — an employment and 
personal agency lens — and distils my experience and knowledge 
to help women to be a million dollars ahead in life.

My expertise is recruitment, career advice and the employment 
arena. It has been my playground for more than 30 years. I know 
the swings that give you reach, the slides too precarious to even 
try and the monkey bars to risk a thrill on. Mostly, I know the 
players, bullies, imposters, victims, tricksters, saboteurs, cheerleaders, 
mentors, givers, takers and more.

The data and case studies I present hone in on the impact of 
gender bias and discrimination on maintaining pay inequity. In 
case you’re wondering, their contribution is hefty.
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Discrimination and bias range from the obvious (such as 
blatant sexism) to the subtle, ingrained beliefs that hold women 
back. Gender bias accounts for the assumptions and decisions 
others make that leave women a million dollars behind in lifetime 
earnings. As for the subtle, ingrained beliefs? These are the ones 
that sneak in and become part of our self-concept: hesitating to 
put our hand up, downplaying achievements, underestimating 
and undermining ourselves … and the list continues. They may be 
subtle, but they pack a big punch.

The effect of the daily burden of bias and discrimination 
cannot be overstated. It is chronic, takes its toll and accumulates. 
The worst part is most of us don’t even know we are affected.

Earning Power holds to account the external structural factors 
that see women in a position of entrenched financial disadvantage. 
However, I should point out that my expertise is not in policy. I 
don’t attempt to provide solutions to the structural barriers. I see 
them and know only too well they exist. Therefore, I am grateful 
to people who take this up as their cause: people such as Future 
Women’s Helen McCabe and Jamila Rizvi, along with countless 
other brave and compassionate individuals.

There are several pivotal points in our working lives; crucial 
decisions that can shape how the rest of our lives may fall. In 
this book, I specifically explore the workplace decisions: small, 
incremental, yet brave and meaningful decisions women make that 
might seem trivial at the time but carry profound ramifications and 
consequences. By raising awareness of these critical junctures, we 
can dramatically alter life’s outcomes in a big way, to the effect of 
$1 million.

This is not a career guidance book. Nor am I suggesting you 
need a career to have financial security and independence. You 
don’t. However, I am advocating that women can do more for 
themselves and take the million-dollar earnings discrepancy into 
their own hands to effect change.

Walk with me through these pages and see how small changes 
to your mindset and decisions can empower you to earn your worth. 
I hope it equates to a million dollars and more over your lifetime.
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