
Beijing + 25: the fifth review of the 
implementation of the Beijing Platform 
for Action in the EU Member States

Beijing Platform for Action





Beijing + 25: the fifth review of 
the implementation of the Beijing 
Platform for Action in the EU 
Member States

European Institute
for Gender Equality





Foreword

Beijing + 25: the fifth review of the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action in the EU Member States 3

Foreword
A quarter of a  century ago, 189 governments 
came together in Beijing to sign a  commitment 
for the empowerment of women in all areas of life. 
The European Union was among the signatories 
to the Beijing Platform for Action, and since 2010 
the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) 
has been tasked with monitoring its implementa-
tion. As this report shows, no country has yet fully 
completed the objectives outlined in 1995. And, 
while there has been indisputable progress, there 
have also been setbacks.

In the area of decision-making, women in the 
European Union have gained more power. The 
proportions of women in national parliaments and 
on the boards of large companies have increased. 
Such improvements have not happened by 
chance; legislation and other government actions 
have helped stimulate change. Indeed, countries 
with electoral quotas have achieved almost twice 
as much improvement as those without.

However, women are still less likely to be in work 
than men, and the gender pay gap persists at 
around 16  %. Women perform an average of 13 
hours more unpaid work each week than men, 
and care responsibilities keep 7.7 million women 
out of the labour market. Lower salaries, a higher 
likelihood of working part-time and career breaks 
to take care of dependants all lead to women 
receiving 37  % less in pensions than men. This 
is reflected in a  greater risk of old-age poverty 
among women in many EU Member States.

In order to adapt to modern realities, more 
than half of EU Member States have introduced 
changes to childcare and benefit provisions to 
ease the lives of working parents. Expanding 
these benefits to cover long-term care for peo-
ple with disabilities and older persons would help 
unbridle the potential of women currently shut 
out of the labour market and prepare the EU for 
the impact of ageing populations.

Certain challenges outlined in this report are 
likely to become more prominent over the coming 
years. The differences in employment patterns 
may put women at disproportionate risk of future 

job loss due to automation. Women’s under-rep-
resentation in information and communication 
technology professions and among entrepre-
neurs may result in them losing out on some of 
the biggest employment opportunities offered by 
digitalisation.

As a  response to the climate crisis, the EU has 
committed 25 % of its expenditures to meet envi-
ronmental objectives. Conducting a gender anal-
ysis of spending commitments would ensure that 
women and men share equal responsibility for 
the transition to a low-carbon economy. Currently 
women are more likely to adopt environmentally 
friendly behaviour such as recycling, which adds 
to their burden of unpaid domestic work, while 
men head some 80  % of government ministries 
dealing with environment, climate change, energy 
and transport.

Migration will continue to be a  key focus of pol-
icymakers. This report highlights the need for 
increased measures to protect migrant women 
and girls from gender-based violence, provide 
them with healthcare and support them through 
the asylum process.

Gender equality is a  fundamental value of the 
EU, and narrowing the gender gap could result 
in an extra 10 million jobs and an increase of up 
to EUR  3.15  trillion in gross domestic product by 
2050. Taking note of the assessments within this 
report will be central to ensuring that the ambi-
tions of the Beijing Platform for Action and other 
international commitments such as the Sustaina-
ble Development Goals are fulfilled.

I would like to thank Virginija Langbakk, EIGE’s 
former Director for her invaluable contribution 
to this report. Her expertise helped develop the 
recommendations that will assist the EU and the 
Member States to fulfil their commitment to the 
Beijing Platform for Action.

Carlien Scheele, 
Director 

European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE)
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Abbreviations

Abbreviations
Member State abbreviations
BE	 Belgium
BG	 Bulgaria
CZ	 Czechia
DK	 Denmark
DE	 Germany
EE	 Estonia
IE	 Ireland
EL	 Greece
ES	 Spain
FR	 France
HR	 Croatia
IT	 Italy
CY	 Cyprus
LV	 Latvia
LT	 Lithuania
LU	 Luxembourg
HU	 Hungary
MT	 Malta
NL	 Netherlands
AT	 Austria
PL	 Poland
PT	 Portugal
RO	 Romania
SI	 Slovenia
SK	 Slovakia
FI	 Finland
SE	 Sweden
UK	 United Kingdom
EU-28	 28 EU Member States

Frequently used abbreviations
AROP	 at risk of poverty
AROPE	 at risk of poverty or exclusion
BPfA	 Beijing Platform for Action
CEDAW	 Convention on the Elimination 

of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women

CoR	 Committee of Regions
CSDP	 common security and defence 

policy
CSO	 civil society organisation
CSR	 country-specific 

recommendation
CVD	 cardiovascular disease
EEAS	 European External Action 

Service
ECEC	 early childhood education and 

care
ECtHR	 European Court of Human 

Rights
EESC	 European Economic and 

Social Committee
EHW	 education, health and welfare
EIGE	 European Institute for Gender 

Equality
ENEGE	 European Network of Experts 

on Gender Equality
EPSCO	 Employment, Social Policy, 

Health and Consumer Affairs 
Council

Equinet	 European Network of Equality 
Bodies

EQLS	 European Quality of Life 
Survey

ESF	 European Social Fund
ESIF	 European Structural 

Investment Funds
ET 2020	 strategic framework for 

European cooperation in 
education and training
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Eurofound	 European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and 
Working Conditions

FEMM Committee	 Committee on Women’s 
Rights and Gender Equality 
(European Parliament)

FGM	 female genital mutilation
FRA	 European Union Agency for 

Fundamental Rights
GDP	 gross domestic product
GEAR	 Gender Equality in Academia 

and Research
HBSC	 Health Behaviour in School-

aged Children
ICT	 information and 

communication technology
ILGA-Europe	 European region of the 

International Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Trans and Intersex 
Association

LGBT	 lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender

LGBTI	 lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and intersex

LGBTQI*	 lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, intersex 
and other non-dominant 
sexual orientations and 
gender identities in society

MFF	 multiannual financial 
framework

NEET	 not in employment, education 
or training

NGO	 non-governmental 
organisation

NRIS	 national Roma integration 
strategies

OECD	 Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and 
Development

OSCE	 Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe

PISA	 Programme for International 
Student Assessment

p.p.	 percentage point(s)
SDG	 Sustainable Development 

Goal
SES	 Structure of Earnings Survey
SIP	 social investment package
STEM	 science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics
UNECE	 United Nations Economic 

Commission for Europe
UNFCCC	 United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate 
Change

UNSCR	 United Nations Security 
Council Resolution

VAW	 violence against women
VAWG	 violence against women and 

girls
WAVE	 Women Against Violence 

Europe
WHO	 World Health Organization
WLB Directive	 Directive on Work–Life 

Balance for Parents and 
Carers

WPS	 women, peace and security

Disclaimer
In this report we have opted for using the abbreviation LGBTQI*, as it represents the most inclusive umbrella term for people whose 
sexuality differs from heteronormativity and whose gender identity falls outside binary categories. The language used to represent 
this very heterogeneous group is and has been in continuous evolution towards inclusion. For this reason, different researchers 
and organisations have adopted other versions of the abbreviation, such as LGBT and LGBTI. Accordingly, the report will use those 
researchers’ and organisations’ chosen abbreviations when describing the results of their work.
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Executive summary

(1)	 Defined as in this report as the full integration of women, on an equal footing with men, at all levels and in all areas of the workings 
of a democratic society, by means of a multidisciplinary strategy.

(2)	 The executive summary for the most part does not feature references, as these are included in the main body of the report, where 
findings are presented in more detail. References are provided only for sources used exclusively in the executive summary and 
nowhere else in the report. These references are provided in footnotes. 

Although the Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA) 
was established 25 years ago, many of the chal-
lenges identified in 1995 remain relevant today 
(such as the gender pay gap, unequal distribution 
of unpaid work or experiences of gender-based 
violence, to name just a  few). This report both 
tracks progress against these long-standing 
challenges and goes beyond them to assess 
new challenges that have emerged in recent 
years, including those brought by digitalisation, 
recent migration flows and a  mounting back-
lash against gender equality.

The report is the fifth review of the overall devel-
opments at EU level related to the 12 BPfA areas 
of concern. The report focuses particularly on 
trends and developments observed since 2013, 
picking up where the last such review (Bei-
jing + 20, review period 2007-2012) left off. The 
report covers research and policy developments 
only up to March 2019, with a few exceptions in 
cases where important EU-level developments 
have happened more recently (such as the com-
ing into force of the Work–Life Balance Directive 
or the recent elections to the European Parlia-
ment).

Much of this review also reflects on the pro-
gress towards the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) adopted by all UN Member States 
in 2015. These include a specific SDG related to 
gender equality (SDG 5), and other goals highly 
relevant to this review: ending poverty (SDG 1); 
equal access to education and training (SDG 4); 
improving health, including universal access to 
sexual and reproductive healthcare (SDG  3); 
equal access to justice (SDG  16); addressing 
gender-based violence; good-quality employ-
ment for both women and men; and gender 

equality in decision-making positions (all under 
SDG 5).

The executive summary of key findings from the 
Beijing + 25 review is organised around five key 
themes emerging from this research:

1)	 gender inequalities in the economy;

2)	 gender-responsive public infrastructure, so
cial protection and services;

3)	 freedom from gender-based violence, stere-
otypes and stigma;

4)	 parity democracy (1), accountability and gen-
der-responsive institutions;

5)	 peaceful and inclusive societies.

These themes were chosen to highlight key 
findings emerging from this review, which often 
cut across multiple BPfA areas and are closely 
connected together. Presenting key findings in 
this way allows us to reflect on their different 
aspects in a comprehensive way while avoiding 
unnecessary repetition. The way the themes link 
to individual BPfA areas of concern and individ-
ual SDGs is summarised in Annex 1  — Beijing 
Platform objectives and Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals’ targets.

1.	� Gender inequalities in the 
economy (2)

Women’s economic empowerment is considered 
to be a prerequisite for fairer, more inclusive eco-
nomic growth. It is intimately linked to women’s 
well-being and to the protection of their human 
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to austerity measures, such as cuts to public 
services and benefits, adopted in response to 
the financial crisis. There is some evidence that 
social transfers have become less effective at 
tackling poverty among women in particular (12).

Looking forward, many Member States are pro-
jected to reduce their spending on pensions in 
coming years. This may exacerbate the gender 
pension gap, as adequate pensions increasingly 
rely on long and full careers and access to pen-
sion top-ups, both of which women may be less 
able to access. An alternative, implemented in 
some countries, may be to use minimum income 
schemes to top up pensions.

Healthcare services do not always fulfil 
gendered needs

Women and men have a  range of gendered 
health needs, linked both to biological differ-
ences and to psychosocial factors. Non-com-
municable diseases are responsible for the vast 
majority of ill health in Europe, and women 
experience higher levels of morbidity and mor-
tality from certain non-communicable diseases, 
such as cardiovascular diseases and cancer, 
than men do. Women and men also have differ-
ent mental health needs; for example, women 
are more likely to experience depressive symp-
toms than men, and significantly more likely 
to experience major depression (estimated at 
3.5 % compared with 2.2 %).

Although self-reported unmet health needs 
have halved overall since 2013, gendered health 
needs continue to go unfulfilled for lack of 
available services in some cases. For example, 
variations in the level of services available, by 
mental health disorder and by Member State, 
leave substantial proportions of people without 
access to required treatments. Many women 
and girls (particularly among migrants, refu-
gees, those living in rural areas and women 
from Roma communities) continue to lack 
access to necessary prenatal, maternal, sexual 
and reproductive health services. Nearly half of 

(12)	 This is assessed by considering the risk of poverty among women and men, both before and after social transfers. In 2013, the 
impact of social transfers was approximately the same for women and men. By 2017, social transfers led to a larger reduction of 
poverty among men than among women (34.5 % versus 33.1 %).

pregnant refugees and migrants in Europe may 
lack access to appropriate antenatal care.

Where required services are available, women 
may face gendered challenges in accessing and 
using these, particularly when they belong to 
certain marginalised or minority groups, such 
as Roma, refugees, or lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, intersex people and other 
non-dominant sexual orientations and gender 
identities in society (LGBTQI*). This is reflected 
in the slightly higher proportion of women 
than men who report unmet need for medical 
examinations, usually because they are not able 
to afford them. There are also some concerns 
around the gender sensitivity of such services. 
For example, women’s health services tend to 
focus on their sexual, reproductive and mater-
nal health, while other health needs remain 
overlooked, particularly in cases of non-commu-
nicable diseases.

In the future, it will be important to ensure that 
medical research adequately responds to gen-
dered health needs. The prevalence of various 
medical conditions differs between women and 
men, as does their response to pharmaceuti-
cals. Despite this, pharmaceuticals have been 
primarily tested on men so far. This means that 
adverse side effects that are more common 
in, or appear only in, women, may go uniden-
tified. To some extent, the EU has addressed 
this issue through the 2014 Clinical Trials Reg-
ulation, which requires the consideration of 
gender in clinical trials. However, the full effects 
of this regulation (information available at the 
time of writing of this report indicated that the 
regulation would enter into application in 2019) 
remain to be seen.

New transport and smart home technolo-
gies present an opportunity to challenge 
gendered behaviours

The gender differences in mobility and trans-
port are well documented. Women are less likely 
to own or use a  car. They often travel shorter 
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Against this backdrop, some online entertain-
ment services appear to be having a  positive 
impact on the portrayal of gender and the visi-
bility of the LGBTQI* community through influ-
ential television programmes. Looking forward, 
the increasing use of such services gives them 
power to shape public perceptions in a positive 
manner.

Beyond the media, gender stereotypes play 
an important role in education. Crucially, gen-
dered expectations affect the study and career 
choices of young people and significantly con-
tribute to the segregation of study fields and 
labour markets. The stereotypes that contribute 
to segregation can be found in many contexts, 
such as educational materials and curricula or 
distribution of household roles.

New forms of violence against women 
emerge in the context of digitalisation

It is not yet possible to know the full extent of 
violence against women, largely because of dif-
ferences in national legal and monitoring sys-
tems and under-reporting of violence. Despite 
these limitations, it is clear that gender-based 
violence continues to be a  daily reality for mil-
lions of women and girls living in the EU. As 
many as one in two women in the EU have 
experienced sexual harassment and one in 
three have been affected by physical and/or 
sexual violence. Women and girls account for 
more than two thirds of victims of trafficking 
in human beings and they are overwhelmingly 
trafficked for sexual exploitation. Certain life 
circumstances, including living with a disability, 
being a refugee or asylum seeker, or being eco-
nomically dependent on a  partner, can further 
increase women’s vulnerability to various forms 
of gender-based violence.

Women are also subject to gender-based har-
assment and bullying in the workplace, which 
was visibly demonstrated by the recent #MeToo 
movement. There are concerns that harass-
ment will discourage women from participating 
in politics and public life; for example, a global 
survey found that over 80  % of female parlia-
mentarians have experienced some form of 
psychological violence. Women in other public 

functions, such as journalists and those fighting 
for women’s and minority rights, are victims of 
sexual cyberharassment.

Despite the pervasiveness of the problem, there 
is currently no EU-level legislation that compre-
hensively addresses violence against women 
and girls; and the efforts to prevent violence and 
support its victims are often insufficient at Mem-
ber State level. If the EU ratified the Council of 
Europe Convention on preventing and combat-
ing violence against women (the Istanbul Con-
vention), that would be decisive in addressing 
this situation. The EU has already taken steps 
in this direction, but there has been resistance 
from several Member States. The implementa-
tion of the previously adopted Victims’ Rights 
Directive and European Protection Order Direc-
tive also helped address some aspects of vio-
lence against women and girls, even though 
important limitations in their implementation 
were highlighted in assessment reports.

Against these long-standing challenges, little 
progress has been seen. The total number of 
recorded instances of rape and sexual assault 
has steadily increased since 2013. Regarding 
support for victims of gender-based violence, 
there has been a small increase in the number 
of telephone helplines for women, but a signifi-
cant decline in the number of women’s shelters. 
Judged against the standards outlined in the 
Istanbul Convention, it was estimated that there 
were only 1 in 20 of the necessary women’s cen-
tres and fewer than half of the required number 
of beds in women’s shelters in 2017.

Looking forward, the emergence of cybervi-
olence (including online hate speech, cyber-
stalking, bullying or harassment, and non-con-
sensual pornography) is of increasing concern. 
Such violence can silence women and discour-
age them from taking a prominent role in pub-
lic life. For example, around 4 in 10 journalists 
have reported self-censorship following online 
abuse. It also amplifies other types of victimisa-
tion through digital means, and may be the pre-
cursor to other forms of abuse - around one in 
five young women living in the EU have experi-
enced sexual cyberharassment, and those who 
have experienced it are more likely to have also 
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faced violence from an intimate partner. Certain 
aspects of the digital world have a  particularly 
negative impact on girls, including the impacts 
of pornography, child sexual abuse material and 
cyberbullying.

Despite these challenges, there is no specific 
instrument at EU level to tackle these forms of 
cyberviolence. Given this, some cases of online 
abuse are not recognised as harassment and 
go unpunished. The definitions of harm on 
online platforms also rarely acknowledge vio-
lence against women.

Women face barriers to accessing justice, 
and support for victims of gender-based 
crimes is insufficient

Women face a  range of challenges in access-
ing justice, especially in legal cases relating 
to rights violations. These challenges include 
certain broad social stereotypes (e.g. people 
still often think that victims exaggerate abuse 
or rape claims), discrimination through gen-
der-blind legislation, inconsistent application of 
gender-related legislation, high costs of legal 
proceedings and gender biases in the judiciary.

These challenges are apparent from the appli-
cation of legislation on gender-based violence. 
Gender-based violence is often under-reported, 
and has low prosecution and conviction rates. 
In some cases, criminal proceedings regarding 
cases of domestic violence can be discontinued 
and lenient sentences are sometimes awarded 
to perpetrators. Moreover, domestic violence is 
regarded as subsidiary to more serious offences, 
which means that, when a  more serious crime 
has been committed in an intimate relationship, 
prosecution generally proceeds under laws 
against the latter offence, which obscures the 
gendered dimension of the crime. Besides fac-
ing challenges in accessing justice, women who 
have experienced gender-based crimes may not 
receive sufficient support services. In 2016, the 
EU fell well short of the recognised international 
targets on minimum levels of service availability.

(16)	 Council of Europe (2003),  Genderware  – The Council of Europe and the Participation of Women in Political Life. Integrated project 
‘Making democratic institutions work’. 

Since 2013, several important improvements in 
the gender-responsiveness of justice systems 
in the EU have been noted. These include the 
steps taken towards ratifying the Istanbul Con-
vention, and the implementation of the Victims’ 
Rights Directive and the European Protection 
Order Directive.

4.	� Parity democracy, 
accountability and gender-
responsive institutions

Parity democracy involves ‘the full integration 
of women on an equal footing with men at all 
levels and in all areas of the workings of a dem-
ocratic society, by means of multidisciplinary 
strategies’  (16).

There are a range of factors that can contribute 
to achieving parity democracy, which include:

�� gender mainstreaming as a  key transform-
ative strategy to support the realisation of 
gender equality in practice;

�� balanced representation of women and men 
in different areas of life, as well as equal rep-
resentation of women’s and men’s concerns 
and interests in decision-making;

�� high-quality, relevant, comparable and com-
prehensive data collection to accurately 
assess progress against various gendered 
challenges facing the EU;

�� strong and effective civil society organisa-
tions (CSOs) that promote gender equality 
and women’s rights, and hold governments 
accountable when they threaten these.

EU and Member State efforts towards gen-
der mainstreaming show an overall lack of 
progress

The approach to mainstreaming gender across 
different areas of EU policy is fragmented and 
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representation is better (35 % to 41 %) among 
science decision-making bodies of funding 
organisations, representatives elected to the 
European Parliament, national public adminis-
trations and supreme courts, regional political 
executives and the boards of public broadcast-
ing organisations, including TV, radio and news 
agencies.

The systemic under-representation of women 
in decision-making roles is linked to gender 
stereotypes, inequalities, discrimination in 
employment practices and gender-based vio-
lence. Gender stereotypes contribute to gen-
dered education and career choices and affect 
the ways in which employed women (especially 
women in leadership) are perceived, treated 
and valued. Gender inequalities  - particularly 
unequal caring responsibilities  - limit women’s 
participation in the labour market and thus 
restrict their career and progression oppor-
tunities. In some fields, such as politics, there 
is also increasing concern about online har-
assment and the risk that it will discourage 
women from engaging in political debate or 
running for office.

Government action has been a  significant 
driver of gender balance in decision-mak-
ing

Although women continue to be under-repre-
sented in political and economic decision-mak-
ing, there have been some signs of improve-
ment. For example, the percentage of women 
on the boards of large companies across the 
EU has visibly increased since 2013 (from 16.6 % 
to 27.7 % in 2019). The proportion of women in 
national parliaments has also increased, albeit 
at a slower pace (by about 4 p.p. since 2013).

Such improvements have not happened by 
chance; legislation and other government 
actions have helped stimulate change. The 
most significant improvements in the propor-
tion of women on the boards of large compa-

(20)	 Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, Austria and Portugal have adopted binding quotas and now have 35.3 % women on boards. In the 
11 Member States where no substantial action has been taken, women make up just 15.4 % of board members and there has been 
little progress since 2013.

(21)	 Belgium, Ireland, Greece, Spain, France, Croatia, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia.

nies (+ 18.3 p.p. since 2013) were seen in Mem-
ber States that have adopted binding quotas in 
this area (20). Similarly, in the last decade, coun-
tries with legislative electoral quotas  (21) have 
on average achieved almost twice as much 
improvement in the proportion of women in 
parliament as those without quotas, although 
much of this difference resulted from pre-2013 
developments.

Supporting more women into corporate and 
political decision-making has been shown to 
have positive consequences. In addition to sup-
porting good governance and democracy, it 
can lead to improvements to corporate financial 
performance, better career progression of other 
women at lower levels of the same organisation, 
and less corruption. Recent research also sug-
gests that companies with more gender-equal 
boards tend to be more mindful of protecting 
the environment.

Significant challenges remain in collecting 
high-quality gender-sensitive data

There are significant shortcomings when it 
comes to the quality, relevance, comparability 
and comprehensiveness of the EU monitoring 
framework used to measure progress under 
the Beijing Platform framework. Some objec-
tives and sometimes entire critical areas (i.e. 
women’s human rights) continue to lack indica-
tors to measure progress against them, even 
after 25 years.

Such data limitations are most apparent in the 
area of violence against women, where chal-
lenges with data quality and its harmonisation 
between Member States severely limit the accu-
racy and comparability of national monitor-
ing of gender-based violence. Limitations are 
also apparent elsewhere. As mentioned above, 
poverty measurement is currently based on 
incomes at household rather than individual 
level, which is likely to lead to underestimation 
of the gender gap in poverty; and pharmaceu-
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ticals have been primarily tested on men, which 
means that adverse effects more common 
among women may remain unidentified.

There are also substantial gaps in the collec-
tion and analysis of data to explore how gender 
interacts with other characteristics (age, ethnic-
ity, sexual orientation, etc.) that affect women’s 
experiences in various areas of life.

Since gender-sensitive data are crucial for 
effective gender mainstreaming, including gen-
der impact assessments, these shortcomings 
impede the integration of a gender perspective 
in various policy areas.

The rise of ‘anti-gender’ movements cre-
ates serious threats to the wider agenda 
for equality

In recent years, some countries have seen 
a growing importance of movements that con-
test the concept of ‘gender’ and misinterpret it 
to deny certain rights of women and LGBTQI* 
people. They often suggest that gender is in 
direct opposition to traditional views of family, 
femininity and masculinity, which they claim to 
defend.

These ‘anti-gender’ movements have contested 
the role and significance of the Istanbul Con-
vention, with misinformation being spread by 
politicians to suggest that ‘gender’ has a  hid-
den, politicised meaning, in order to generate 
opposition to the convention’s ratification at 
national and EU levels.

Certain anti-gender movements focus their 
attention on trying to ban sexual reproductive 
health and rights education in schools, because 
they see this as ideological. Although such 
opposition is not new, it is now extending to 
other areas such as gender studies. Currently 
this is most notable in Hungary, where the gov-
ernment has banned gender studies in higher 
education and has taken actions that seriously 
threaten the human rights of women, asylum 
seekers and LGBTQI* people.

Other movements threaten to limit women’s 
access to legal and safe abortions. Some Mem-

ber States permit abortion only under specific 
restricted circumstances (or not at all in the 
case of Malta), and there have been moves to 
restrict abortion in other Member States such 
as introducing additional requirements, restrict-
ing available methods of abortion and permit-
ting conscientious objection among gynaecolo-
gists.

The role of civil society organisations has 
been undermined in several Member States

The rise of the anti-gender movements has 
also been connected to attempts to reduce 
the importance of CSOs and women’s rights 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in 
several Member States. This backlash has led 
to measures and initiatives hostile to women’s 
rights NGOs, including smear campaigns and 
restrictive legislative measures. This has compli-
cated the sustainable operation of these organ-
isations, for example by creating additional bar-
riers to accessing funding through restrictive 
criteria and administrative burdens; increasing 
the controls placed on CSOs and additional 
restrictions on access to government informa-
tion.

It has led to some particularly hostile actions 
in a few Member States. For example, in Roma-
nia, CSOs have been blacklisted from nationalist 
media outlets. Similarly, in Hungary there has 
been a backlash against NGOs from the media 
and the state, with parliament adopting a  new 
law that criminalises activities that support asy-
lum seekers, refugees and migrants. This legis-
lation is likely to affect women’s human rights 
CSOs.

5.	� Peaceful and inclusive 
societies

Promoting peaceful and inclusive societies 
based on respect for human rights of all is an 
important condition for achieving women’s 
empowerment, particularly for women affected 
by armed conflicts, women who face serious 
human rights violations and women from 
minority backgrounds. The efforts to promote 
such societies include measures that help pre-
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vent or reduce impacts of armed conflicts, 
gender-sensitive asylum processes in place for 
receiving victims of serious human rights vio-
lations and respect for the rights of various 
minorities.

Gender mainstreaming in the EU’s external 
action has improved

Since 2013, there have been important improve-
ments in gender mainstreaming within the EU’s 
policies linked to armed conflict. In 2017, the Coun-
cil of the EU highlighted ‘considerable advances’ in 
gender mainstreaming in common security and 
defence policy (CSDP) missions, mandates and 
strategic documents. All strategic planning docu-
ments now include a  commitment to integrating 
human rights and gender. In its strategic approach 
to women, peace and security, the EU commits to 
systematically integrating a  gender perspective 
into all peace and security activities.

Within diplomatic missions, providing appropriate 
gender-sensitive training and the use of gender 
advisors are key tools in developing the capac-
ity and expertise to ensure that the overlapping 
issues of conflict and gender are tackled appropri-
ately, and that gender is mainstreamed through-
out security and defence activities. Available data 
suggest that gender-sensitive training and gender 
advisors are reasonably widespread among Mem-
ber State diplomatic missions (within UN or CSDP 
missions). However, there is limited information to 
assess their day-to-day impact.

The gender sensitivity of asylum processes 
varies by Member State

Asylum-seeking women and girls face a  range 
of grave challenges during their displacement. 
They are at a high risk of being subjected to gen-
der-based violence during their journeys, includ-
ing human trafficking for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation. They usually take on caring roles 
for children and older relatives, which increases 
their need for support and protection. When 
making asylum claims, they often lack full aware-
ness of their rights and have greater difficulties 
establishing the harm they have experienced, 
which puts them into more vulnerable situations. 
Reception conditions and gender-sensitive sup-

port in making asylum claims also vary a  lot by 
country.

These issues are particularly important in the con-
text of the increases in migration from certain 
countries that took place mainly between 2013 and 
2015 (and have often abated since). The response 
across the EU to these migration flows revealed 
a securitised approach focused on border control, 
which is often exploited for political purposes at 
the expense of migrants’ human rights.

To improve the gender-responsiveness of asy-
lum processes, the EU is taking steps to accede 
to the Istanbul Convention, which requires vio-
lence against women to be recognised as a  form 
of persecution and as a form of serious harm giv-
ing rise to grounds for asylum. At Member State 
level, some positive developments in identifying 
and supporting vulnerable asylum seekers have 
been identified, such as specific services for preg-
nant women and lone parents in Belgium. There 
have been some negative developments as well, 
such as the lack of reception of asylum seekers 
and integration of refugees in Hungary, the severe 
inadequacy of Greece’s reception facilities and 
general allegations of violence against migrants 
occurring on the western Balkan route.

People from certain minority backgrounds 
continue to face everyday discrimination

Women (and men) from certain minority groups 
continue to face additional challenges arising from 
societal prejudices and stereotypes, including the 
following.

�� Around one in four people from Roma com-
munities report experiences of discrimination 
in various areas of their life. Infringements of 
the reproductive rights of Roma women, such 
as forced sterilisations, are a  particularly con-
cerning example.

�� Prejudice against and exclusion of people of 
African descent are deep-rooted and preva-
lent across the EU, with one in four reporting 
an experience of discrimination in the last year. 
For women of African descent, the challenges 
of access to employment seem to be particu-
larly exacerbated.
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�� Almost one in five Muslim respondents reported 
discrimination based on religious identity over 
a 5-year period; and more than a  third of Jew-
ish respondents reported incidents of antise-
mitic harassment over the same period. Find-
ings from national research show that Muslim 
women may face particularly high levels of dis-
crimination in the context of employment.

�� Of LGBTQI* people, around a  half of women 
and a  third of men felt discriminated against 
because of their sexual orientation or gender 
identity. Transgender women are among the 
most vulnerable; 44  % of them have suffered 
three or more physical/sexual attacks or threats 
of violence in the EU over a 1-year period.

�� Women with disabilities are at increased risk of 
having their reproductive rights violated (nota-
bly, forced sterilisation, abortion and other 
forms of control on fertility remain a  reality 
for many) and face a  number of harmful gen-
der and disability stereotypes in education and 
employment.

Looking forward

Many long-standing challenges are still present 
even 25  years after the BPfA was launched. In 
some cases the situation has actually worsened in 
recent years, despite repeated calls for action (e.g. 
setbacks to gender mainstreaming and reduced 
access to sexual and reproductive services). This 
may be indicative of a lack of political will at EU and 
Member State level to address these challenges, 
even though this is vital for building a more social 
Europe and for achieving SDGs related to poverty, 
health, education, affordability of energy, climate 
action, decent work, reducing inequalities and 
achieving peaceful and inclusive societies.

To sustain economic growth and foster (women’s) 
individual well-being, it is crucial to strengthen 
care services across the EU and reduce the burden 
of unpaid care on individuals, particularly women. 
Currently EU-level targets on care cover only child-
care, but they should be expanded to cover long-
term care for people with disabilities and older 
persons. It will be important to review the regula-
tion of the care sector, to ensure that paid carers 

(most of whom are women) are sufficiently val-
ued for their work and enjoy a sufficient quality of 
employment. More widely, it will be important to 
foster women’s economic independence through 
changes to work and social protection. Respond-
ing to shortcomings in public services, such as 
healthcare, will also help to move towards higher 
levels of individual well-being. Ensuring access to 
sexual and reproductive health services is crucial, 
in the light of some retrogressive policies at Mem-
ber State level.

To help overcome challenges related to gen-
der-based violence, accession to and implemen-
tation of the Istanbul Convention are crucial. 
This will strengthen the EU’s legal framework to 
address violence against women and girls, and will 
help ensure sufficient prevention efforts and sup-
port for victims at Member State level. To address 
online gender-based stereotypes and violence, the 
EU and its Member States should develop further 
monitoring and guidance. Ensuring that education 
is free of gender stereotypes and supports young 
people in navigating the digital world will also be 
important.

To progress towards parity democracy, increased 
gender-mainstreaming efforts are needed. Tar-
geted measures such as quotas have been demon-
strated to be particularly effective in increasing 
the participation of women in decision-making, 
and should be considered. Measures to support 
CSOs at Member State level should be taken to 
ensure they are able to hold those in power to 
account and support parity, gender equality and 
the human rights of people in vulnerable situa-
tions. It is necessary to take steps to improve data 
collection in several areas of the BPfA in order to 
improve the gender sensitivity of policymaking, 
especially in monitoring and evaluation stages. 
In this context it is important to promote new 
research to gain insights into intersectional forms 
of disadvantage and discrimination.

Finally, the increased levels of migration between 
2013 and 2015 demonstrated the shortcomings in 
the gender sensitivity of current asylum processes. 
Gender-sensitive asylum processes are needed to 
take into account the gendered challenges women 
face during displacement and when going through 
such processes.



Introduction

Beijing + 25: the fifth review of the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action in the EU Member States 23

Introduction
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 
for Equality, Development and Peace was 
adopted by the Fourth World Conference on 
Women in Beijing in 1995. It sets an agenda for 
women’s empowerment in all spheres of private 
and public life, outlining strategic objectives and 
actions to empower women in 12 critical areas 
of concern. Since then, quantitative and qualita-
tive indicators have been developed to monitor 
progress in achieving the objectives in 11 out of 
the 12 critical areas.

All EU Member States have adopted the Beijing 
Platform for Action (BPfA) and committed them-
selves to its implementation. More recently, 
the Member States also adopted the Sustaina-
ble Development Goals (SDGs) outlined in the 
United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. These include one SDG specif-
ically dedicated to achieving gender equality 
and empowering women and girls, and several 
other SDGs linked to gender equality.

Yet many of the challenges identified in the Bei-
jing Declaration back in 1995 remain high on 
the policy agenda today, including the gender 
pay gap, unequal distribution of unpaid work 
and experiences of gender-based violence, to 
name just a few. Some new challenges have also 
emerged in the light of more recent develop-
ments, including advances in digital technology, 
the recent fluctuation of migration flows and 
a mounting backlash against gender equality.

This report is the fifth review of the over-
all developments at EU level related to the 12 
BPfA areas of concern. It takes stock of both 
the long-standing and the emerging challenges 
currently facing the EU, and assesses major 
developments related to these challenges since 
2013 (following up on the previous Beijing + 20 
review, which covered developments up until 
2012). The report covers research and pol-
icy developments only up to March 2019, with 
a  few exceptions in cases where important EU 

level developments happened more recently 
(such as the coming into force of the Work–Life 
Balance Directive or the recent elections to the 
European Parliament).

To cover a comprehensive range of challenges 
and developments, the report presents data 
from a range of indicators established to mon-
itor progress towards gender equality (under 
the BPfA and SDG frameworks), but often 
goes beyond these, and analyses additional 
data and sources of information where neces-
sary. It draws on a wide range of EU-wide and 
national research and policy reports, a sample 
of United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe reports that was available at the time 
of writing of this report (mid-May 2019) and in 
a few cases also additional reporting by Mem-
ber States on promising policy practices at 
national level.

The review aims to contribute to important 
future policy decisions and ensure that these 
support the empowerment of women and girls 
in the EU. It will feed into the 2019 European 
Council Conclusions of the Finnish Presidency, 
inform the discussions and preparation of the 
post-Europe  2020 strategy and post-2019 EU 
gender equality strategy, and inform the EU’s 
position in discussions on progress towards 
gender equality during the 64th session of the 
Commission on the Status of Women in 2020. It 
provides a range of practical recommendations 
for action to promote gender equality at Mem-
ber State and EU levels.

The report consists of three chapters. The first 
chapter provides an assessment of institutional 
developments related to gender equality at EU 
level. The second chapter analyses major trends 
and developments in the 12 areas of concern 
of the BPfA at EU and national levels. The final 
chapter provides practical recommendations 
for action to address key gender equality chal-
lenges identified in the previous analysis.
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tiative covers non-legislative measures, such as 
support to Member States in achieving gender 
balance in the use of family-related leave enti-
tlements, improving the availability of afforda-
ble and high-quality care for children and other 
dependents, and better protection against dis-
crimination and dismissal for parents.

No post-2015 Gender Equality Strategy: 
a major setback for the EU’s political action

The current European Commission policy docu-
ment on gender equality, Strategic Engagement 
for Gender Equality 2016-2019 (European Com-
mission, 2015i), maintains the five broad areas 
for action outlined in the previous Strategy for 
Equality between Women and Men, 2010-2015 
(European Commission, 2010g), with 30 key 
actions planned across them  (43). Several seri-
ous limitations can be noted.

1.	 The policy document was published as 
a staff working document of the Commis-
sion. This was a  significant downgrade 
compared with the previous strategy 
(European Parliament, 2016g), which had 
the status of a  communication and was 
considered a type of soft law (44) (Ahrens 
and van der Vleuten, 2017). Thus, the 
engagement has less weight within the EU 
policy agenda than in the past, reflecting 
‘a slowdown in political action for gender 
equality at EU level over the last decade’ 
highlighted by both the European Parlia-
ment (European Parliament, 2015d) and 
CSOs̀  (European Women’s Lobby, 2015). 
The downgrade occurred despite calls 
by the European Parliament, the Council 
of the EU and the European Women’s 
Lobby for a  separate post-2015 strategy 
for gender equality (Council of the Euro-
pean Union, 2016a; European Parliament, 
2015d; European Women’s Lobby, 2015). It 
has been described as a  ‘major set-back’ 
and the ‘end of gender equality policy pro-
grammes as previously known’ (Ahrens, 

(43)	 The five areas are (1) equal economic independence for women and men; (2) equal pay for work of equal value; (3) equality in deci-
sion-making; (4) dignity, integrity and ending gender-based violence; and (5) promoting gender equality beyond the EU.

(44)	 Requiring approval both by the European Parliament and by the Council of the EU.
(45)	 Although they can be indirectly used to pursue gender-related objectives.

2018, page 1), drawing criticism from both 
the European Parliament (2016g) and 
Member States (Ahrens and van der Vleu-
ten, 2017).

2.	 Key weaknesses identified in the 2010-
2015 strategy do not appear to have been 
addressed in the strategic engagement. 
For example, despite recommendations 
by the Council of the European Union 
(2016a), no thorough assessment of the 
gender impact of welfare cuts was under-
taken, nor was any focus placed on the 
role of the media in fighting gender ste-
reotyping. The European Parliament has 
also highlighted that the post-2015 gen-
der equality strategic document needs to 
address multiple discrimination (European 
Parliament, 2015d, 2017f) and to adopt 
concrete benchmarks to measure pro-
gress (European Parliament, 2016g).

3.	 There is no dedicated budget for pursuing 
the objectives of the strategic engage-
ment, as highlighted by the European 
Parliament (2016g). Therefore, resources 
from EU funding programmes cannot be 
directly channelled to specific activities 
within the strategic engagement ( Jacquot, 
2017) (45). The lack of targeted funding is 
a longer-term issue facing EU-level gender 
equality policies (ibid.).

Beyond the strategic engagement, the Euro-
pean Pact for Gender Equality (2011-2020) was 
adopted in 2011 by the Council of the EU to 
enhance the links between the EU commitments 
to gender equality and the Europe  2020 strat-
egy. The pact called for strengthening of the 
commitments to gender equality in the context 
of the financial crisis and highlighted the role 
of social partners and enterprises in advancing 
gender equality in the workplace. It also called 
for a gender perspective to be included in var-
ious instruments used in the European Semes-
ter.
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Table 1: �Gender mainstreaming within key European Semester instruments

Instrument Purpose
Summary 

assessment 
of gender 

mainstreaming
Explanation of assessment

Annual Growth Survey 
(AGS)

Marks the start of the 
annual European Semester 
cycle.
Identifies the economic and 
social priorities for the EU 
and its Member States for 
the year ahead (European 
Commission, 2010b).

Generally weak, but some 
improvements in recent 
years.

In several cases, the AGS recommendations 
reflect a  gender dimension, although often 
indirectly. This appears to be a  relatively 
recent development. For example, the 2017 
AGS highlighted the need for Member States 
to ensure access to high-quality services and 
in-kind benefits, such as childcare, housing, 
healthcare, long-term care, education and 
training, as these contribute to increased 
labour market participation, particularly for 
women (European Commission, 2016d). The 
2018 AGS had a  similar recommendation, 
suggesting that work–life balance is crucial 
for gender equality and higher female labour 
market participation (European Commission, 
2017b).

Alert Mechanism Report 
(AMR) (macroeconomic 
monitoring), produced in 
conjunction with the AGS

Scoreboard of indicators 
to screen Member States 
for economic imbalances 
needing action.

Weak, although some as-
pects of macroeconomic 
monitoring present chal-
lenges for gender-sensi-
tive monitoring due to the 
nature of the monitored 
indicators (49).

The AMR does not publish relevant gender 
information. Only the 2016-2018 reports 
contained several ad hoc references to 
women’s labour market participation, but 
reporting on this is weak.

Joint Employment Report 
( JER)  — part of the AGS 
package launching the 
European Semester
Linked instruments: Social 
Scoreboard and European 
Pillar of Social Rights

JER provides an annual 
overview of the main EU 
employment and social 
developments.
Social Scoreboard monitors 
Member State performance 
in relation to the European 
Pillar of Social Rights, with 
14 headline indicators 
on employment and 
social trends (European 
Commission, 2018m).

Strong in the JER and 
potentially getting 
stronger in the context 
of the European Pillar of 
Social Rights and the Social 
Scoreboard.

The JER makes positive efforts to incorporate 
gender-sensitive monitoring across its main 
areas, providing relevant data disaggregated 
by sex. For instance, it presents data on 
employment and education of women and 
men, their poverty rates and the gender 
pay gap. In 2018, the JER presented data 
derived from the Social Scoreboard, which 
is analysed with a  gender breakdown (for 
all indicators where possible). The gender-
mainstreaming approach has become 
more evident in recent years. In 2018 the 
JER also began to monitor Member State 
performance in relation to the European 
Pillar of Social Rights.

(49)	 However, note that the European Council (2011) reiterates that the Commission and the European Council are invited to incorporate 
a gender equality perspective into the AGS.
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1.4.2.	 EU financial resources

The EU’s budget remains gender-blind

The Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) has 
significant capacity to promote gender equal-
ity as a  funding priority across all EU financial 
resources. However, neither the 2013 Council 
Regulation (European Council, 2013) laying down 
the multiannual financial framework between 
2014 and 2020 nor the 2017 amendment to the 
regulation (European Council, 2017) prioritises 
gender concerns in its general provisions, nor 
is gender mentioned in the articles relating to 
special instruments, revision or implementation 
of the MFF. Similarly, the 2016 mid-term review 
on MFF 2014-2020 contained no gender dimen-
sion (European Commission, 2016e). According 
to a 2015 report by the European Commission, 
gender budgeting is not applied systematically 
to the EU general budget. If not addressed, this 
omission could limit systematic EU action on 
gender equality (European Commission, 2015c).

The proposals for the post-2020 regulations 
show an even lower level of ambition in sup-
porting gender equality objectives than those 
of MFFs 2014-2020 and 2007-2013 (EIGE, 2019a). 
The understanding of and approach to gender 
mainstreaming are  — again  — based on the 
definition of gender equality as a  horizontal 
principle, laying down a  rather general set of 
requirements for implementing gender main-
streaming, with no standalone quantitative tar-
get. In addition, the programming cycle is not 
required to apply explicit procedures to handle 
gender equality (EIGE, 2019a).

European Structural Investment Funds are 
the largest financial resources for gender 
equality, even though estimates show that 
less than 1  % of these funds are allocated 
for this purpose

The European Commission’s Strategic Engage-
ment for Gender Equality 2016-2019 envisaged 
that around EUR  5.85  billion would be spent 
on gender equality measures in the 2014-2020 
period under ESIF, out of the total allocation of 
EUR 454 billion for these funds (European Com-

mission, 2015e). This amount represents 1.28 % 
of the total ESIF allocation. EUR 4.6 billion were 
to be allocated for gender equality measures 
under the ESF, which represents 5.3  % of all 
ESF funding for the programming period. This 
is an increase compared with the 2007-2013 
programming period, when 3.4  % of total ESF 
resources were allocated to actions directly tar-
geting gender equality. However, it is important 
to bear in mind that only one investment pri-
ority (equality between men and women in all 
areas, including access to employment, career 
progression, reconciliation of work and private 
life and promotion of equal pay for equal work) 
directly addresses the promotion of gender 
equality(European Parliament, 2016k). A  fur-
ther EUR  1.25  billion will be spent through the 
European Regional Development Fund, whose 
resources are specifically intended to improve 
childcare infrastructure.

Beyond the European Commission’s strategic 
engagement estimates, it is difficult to track and 
monitor the actual resource allocation to specific 
gender equality actions within ESIF because the 
publicly available data on budgetary allocations 
do not include this information. Grouping ESIF 
categories of intervention according to their rele-
vance to gender equality objectives allows a gen-
eral estimate of the potential of structural pro-
grammes to support gender equality. Using 2018 
data, EIGE has estimated that less than 1  % of 
ESIF has been set aside for the promotion of gen-
der equality. Gender mainstreaming is treated as 
a theme that has little impact on the actual con-
tent of funding programmes. These findings sug-
gest that, in order to properly implement the dual 
approach, it is necessary to reflect the support to 
gender equality objectives in the budgetary dis-
tribution of ESIF interventions (EIGE, 2019a).

The comparison of fund allocations for some 
other policy areas is instructive. For example, 
about 25 % of the ESIF budget — or more than 
EUR  114  billion  — has been earmarked for cli-
mate- and environment-related investments over 
the 2014-2020 period. Around 20  % of the ESF 
budget was earmarked for social inclusion and 
poverty reduction, which represents about 4.1 % 
of the total 2014-2020 ESIF budget (EIGE, 2019a).
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Examples of funding for gender 
equality available from other sources

From 2014 to 2020, a  budget of 
EUR  61.75  million has been allocated to 
promote awareness and implement gen-
der equality in research and innovation 
under the ‘Science with and for society’ 
programme of Horizon  2020. Funding 
allocated for these initiatives has been 
generally consistent since 2014, averaging 
about EUR 10 million per year (slightly less 
for 2018-2020) (European Commission, 
2016i, 2018k).

Some financial resources for gender 
equality were also allocated under the 
rights, equality and citizenship pro-
gramme 2014-2020. The amount allocated 
to the programme’s two objectives that 
specifically encompass gender equality 
(equality between women and men and 
gender mainstreaming; and the preven-
tion of violence against children, young 
people, women and other groups at risk) 
represents approximately 35  % of the 
total EUR  440  million available under 
rights, equality and citizenship funds in 
2014-2020.

Gender mainstreaming has limited impact 
on the content of European Structural and 
Investment Funds programmes

EIGE conducted a  gender assessment of ESIF 
2014-2020 programmes in 11 Member States  (54) 
to analyse how the dual approach to gender 
equality is reflected in current ESIF implementa-
tion.

Gender mainstreaming and references to gender 
equality objectives are often highlighted only in 
the chapter on ‘horizontal themes’, without fur-
ther impact on the content of programmes (EIGE, 
2019a). Information about gender gaps and ine-
qualities, along with means of addressing these 
gaps, is insufficient. Gender-specific indicators 
and sex-disaggregated data are largely missing 

(54)	 Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany, Estonia, Spain, France, Italy, Austria, Portugal, Finland and Sweden.

from many operational programmes (with the 
exception of the ESF). Within the full project cycle, 
most focus is put on gender equality in the anal-
ysis and planning phase, with less attention paid 
to gender in the implementation and monitoring 
phase. Evaluation reports provide little informa-
tion on gender equality. The findings highlight 
a  clear need for more detailed and systematic 
requirements on gender mainstreaming and gen-
der equality within ESIF programmes. They also 
point to the necessity for more detailed manda-
tory reporting on the mainstreaming of gender 
in those programmes (ibid.).

1.4.3.	 Social inclusion and protection

This subsection reflects on how gender has 
been mainstreamed in recent key EU instru-
ments on social inclusion and social protection: 
the European Pillar of Social Rights and the 
social investment package (SIP). It also exam-
ines the application of gender mainstreaming in 
two EU-level strategies aimed at specific groups 
in potentially vulnerable situations (Roma com-
munities and people with disabilities) and the 
monitoring of their progress in recent years.

Gender equality is a  key principle of the 
European Pillar of Social Rights, but is not 
considered systematically in the monitor-
ing of the pillar

The European Pillar of Social Rights is an ambi-
tious strategy to realise ‘new and more effec-
tive rights for citizens’ (European Commission, 
2017e), proclaimed in 2017. The pillar outlines 
20 key principles structured around three cat-
egories: equal opportunities and access to the 
labour market; fair working conditions; and 
social protection and inclusion. The ways to 
monitor the pillar, together with a  new Social 
Scoreboard established for this purpose, were 
outlined in a  recent communication from the 
European Commission (2018n).

Gender equality is considered throughout the 
pillar policy cycle, yet efforts to prioritise gen-
der have not been systematic. Although one key 
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principle focuses on gender equality and three 
others (on equal opportunities, work–life bal-
ance, and old-age income and pensions) men-
tion it, there is no reference in the pillar itself or 
the 2018 communication to the need for gender 
mainstreaming in monitoring efforts (European 
Commission, 2017e). The Social Scoreboard 
reveals a promising number of monitoring indi-
cators that can be disaggregated by sex, for 
example in the areas of education, skills and 
lifelong learning; living conditions and poverty; 
and labour force structure (see Annex 3  — 
Social Scoreboard indicators used to monitor 
the European Pillar of Social Rights for full anal-
ysis). However, for other indicators this disag-
gregation is still missing.

Gender mainstreaming is sporadic in the 
social investment package, with stronger 
gender focus on investing in children

The SIP is a  package of recommendations to 
tackle poverty and social exclusion (Eurofound, 
2013), established by a SIP 2013 communication 
(European Commission, 2013f). It offers guidance 
to Member States on social investment policies 
and on the efficient use of ESF to support these.

The SIP 2013 communication suggests in a short 
section that Member States should address the 
gender dimension (55) of social investment poli-
cies, but entirely omits gender equality from its 
guidelines for Member States. Several other doc-
uments accompanying the SIP, including staff 
working documents (European Commission, 
2013g, 2013h) and policy roadmaps (European 
Commission, 2013d, 2015f), vary in the extent 
to which they incorporate a  gender dimension 
or show evidence of gender mainstreaming. For 
example, the policy roadmaps include among 
their priority objectives the need to address 
the impact of gender pay and activity gaps on 

(55)	 This mentions, for example, issues relating to women’s labour market activity, women’s over-representation in part-time work, the 
gender pay gap and the risk of inequality when one comes from a disadvantaged or ethnic minority background.

(56)	 Those indicators are part-time employment due to care responsibilities; early school education; young people not in employment, 
education or training (NEET) rate; early leavers from education and training; obesity; regular smokers; mental health; and causes 
of death of young people — suicide.

(57)	 This would allow physical and mental health indicators to accommodate gender differences.
(58)	 The 2014 and 2015 reports refer to gender indirectly, while the 2016 document mentions the ‘multiple discrimination of Roma 

women’ and the 10 Member States that have reported implementing a  measure in that area: Czechia, Germany, Spain, Croatia, 
Hungary, Austria, Portugal, Slovenia, Slovakia and Sweden.

women’s pension entitlements, but the gender 
focus weakens in the more recent roadmap.

Finally, the SIP was accompanied by a  recom-
mendation on ‘Investing in children: breaking 
the cycle of disadvantage’ (European Commis-
sion, 2013e). Importantly, this recommendation 
makes explicit reference to the fact that fight-
ing child poverty and social exclusion must 
be underpinned by gender mainstreaming. In 
addition, its ‘indicator-based monitoring frame-
work’ suggests several indicators that should 
be broken down by sex  (56) and could provide 
important information not yet reflected in the 
Social Scoreboard (57).

Roma women not in the focus of the EU 
framework for Roma integration

The EU framework for national Roma inte-
gration strategies (NRIS) (European Commis-
sion, 2011a) includes ‘awareness of the gender 
dimension’ in the 10 common basic principles 
of Roma inclusion, but does not otherwise 
focus on it. This dimension is addressed more 
thoroughly in the 2013 Council Recommenda-
tion on effective Roma integration measures in 
the Member States, which specifically encour-
ages policy measures to protect Roma children 
and women (Council of the European Union, 
2013b).

Despite gender equality featuring as a basic prin-
ciple, the recent documents that assess the imple-
mentation of the EU framework for NRIS (Euro-
pean Commission, 2014h, 2015g, 2016c) do not 
explicitly integrate a  gender perspective in their 
reporting  (58). The most recent mid-term evalu-
ation of the EU framework for NRIS (European 
Commission, 2018c) found that ‘the EU framework 
had limited capacity to deal with diversity among 
Roma. The gender dimension was found to be 
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weak, with only some NRIS taking into account 
the specific vulnerabilities of women’ (European 
Commission, 2018g, page 10).

Gender equality not visible in the European 
disability strategy

The European disability strategy 2010-2020 
(European Commission, 2010d) identifies eight 
key areas for joint action between the EU and 
the Member States (59). It calls for greater aware-
ness-raising, consideration of funding, improve-
ment of statistical data and ensuring the imple-
mentation of the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2007).

The strategy makes minimal reference to the 
intersection between gender and disabilities or 
to gender equality, except for a  brief mention 
in the areas of health and employment (60). The 
2017 progress report on the European disabil-
ity strategy (European Commission, 2017i) has 
no gender focus, nor is there any indication 
that a  gender-mainstreaming approach was 
applied when collecting evidence on the EU 
situation. However, the progress report sug-
gests that the EU will mainstream a  disability 
perspective in its forthcoming gender equality 
strategy (ibid.).

1.4.4.	� Gender mainstreaming in selected 
policy areas

This section presents an analysis of gender 
mainstreaming in a  selection of policy areas 
that have either been highly prominent in recent 
years or shown interesting initiatives in gender 
mainstreaming and/or specific gender equality 
actions, such as the European External Action 
Service (EEAS) gender action plan.

(59)	 Accessibility; participation; equality; employment; education; social protection; health, including recognition of gender-based 
health needs; and international action.

(60)	 A  gender perspective is mentioned only in relation to gender-based health needs, and the need to address the situations of 
women and men with disabilities is referenced in relation to employment.

(61)	 These focus on challenging stereotypes; promoting digital skills and education; and encouraging a  greater number of female 
entrepreneurs (European Commission, 2018r).

Inconsistent approach to mainstreaming 
gender into digitalisation, security and 
migration policy

The European Commission’s efforts to imple-
ment a  gender-mainstreaming approach in dig-
italisation, security and migration have been 
fragmented (European Parliament, 2016e). For 
security and migration, a  2014 communication 
on future political priorities for home affairs pol-
icies (European Commission, 2014c) highlighted 
the need to ensure gender balance and address 
the employment gap for migrant women, particu-
larly among the most vulnerable ones. However, 
the strategic plan for 2016-2020 of the Direc-
torate-General for Migration and Home Affairs 
lacks a  gender perspective and does not reflect 
the priorities related to gender equality outlined 
in the 2014 communication.

The European agenda on security (European 
Commission, 2015k) outlines the EU’s approach to 
internal security. References to women and gen-
der are altogether missing from this document. 
It is constructed as entirely gender neutral and 
overlooks the asymmetrical impact of security 
policies on different groups of women and men.

In the area of digitalisation, the European Com-
mission’s 2010 digital agenda for Europe contains 
limited considerations of gender, noting a  need 
to promote greater participation in the informa-
tion and communication technology (ICT) sector 
among women (European Commission, 2010c). 
Following up on this commitment, the Commission 
planned a number of actions to enhance women’s 
participation in the digital sector (61) between 2018 
and 2020. It is worth noting that neither the 2015 
communication on ‘A digital single market strategy 
for Europe’ nor its 2017 mid-term review displays 
an explicit gender perspective.
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Deeper gender perspective present in EU’s 
policies on research and innovation, exter-
nal action and sports

EU’s research and innovation policy framework 
and funding programmes adopt a strong gen-
der perspective. A  key policy priority of the 
unified European Research Area is to achieve 
‘gender equality and gender mainstreaming 
in research’ (European Commission, 2012a), 
requiring Member States to tackle gen-
der inequality among researchers and call-
ing on organisations and the Commission to 
do likewise. The European Research Area’s 
2016 national action plans show significant 
improvements in fostering gender equality, 
but the pace of change is still considered slow 
and scattered across countries, highlighting 
the need for more joint and systematic efforts 
(European Commission, 2016g). To encourage 
these efforts, a  tool called Gender Equality in 
Academia and Research (GEAR) was developed 
and translated into all EU languages to help 
research and academic institutions assess 
their status and develop gender equality plans 
(EIGE, 2016a).

Three key objectives underpin the gender 
equality strategy of Horizon 2020, the EU’s larg-
est research and innovation programme: foster-
ing gender balance in research teams; ensuring 
gender balance in decision-making; and inte-
grating the gender dimension into the content 
of research and innovation (European Commis-
sion, n.d.-f). Although these are implemented 
across many areas of the programme  (62), the 
Horizon 2020 interim evaluation does not report 
on the potential gender impact of this progress 
(European Commission, 2018f).

(62)	 For instance by grant beneficiaries committing to promoting equal opportunities and balanced participation of women and men 
at all levels in research and innovation teams and management structures.

(63)	 Including economy, power and decision-making, conflict and peacebuilding, social inclusion, education and health 

The EU focuses heavily on mainstreaming gen-
der throughout its external activities. The stra-
tegic plan 2016-2020 for international develop-
ment and cooperation makes welcome efforts 
to address multiple policy dimensions of gender 
equality  (63) and suggests that specific budg-
ets be allocated for these activities. The sec-
ond gender action plan (2016-2020) provides 
the monitoring and accountability framework 
used to measure progress on gender equality 
and the rights and empowerment of girls and 
women in EU external actions (European Com-
mission, 2015d). Notably, it establishes a target 
to mainstream gender actions in 85 % of all the 
EU’s new external action initiatives by 2020.

Annual implementation reports monitor, in 
detail, the progress achieved in the implemen-
tation of the second gender action plan. In 2017, 
the number of initiatives mainstreaming gender 
continued to rise, from 59 % in 2016 to 66 % in 
2017, heading towards the goal of 85  % (Euro-
pean Commission, 2017d).

Significant positive developments are also visi-
ble in the area of sports. In contrast to the pre-
vious, gender-blind, work plan, the EU’s 2014-
2017 and 2017-2020 work plans for sports con-
sider the promotion of gender equality in sports 
one of their guiding principles (Council of the 
European Union, 2017g). The 2014 Council con-
clusions on gender equality in sports (Council of 
the European Union, 2014a; see also Council of 
the European Union, 2017e) recognise that spe-
cific measures and gender mainstreaming are 
required  — alongside legislation  — to ensure 
that gender equality is encouraged in sports, 
and they outline measures for relevant stake-
holders to undertake.
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participation in the labour market (70) and they 
tend to work fewer hours  (71), often in occu-
pations that are relatively low-paid and pre-
carious (EIGE, 2017g). As a consequence, they 
are more often at the bottom of the income 
distribution, resulting in stubbornly persistent 
gender pay gaps  (72). Such income disadvan-
tages affect the access to resources over the 
life course. Many older women are forced to 
survive on inadequate pensions because pen-
sion systems assume that contributions will be 
made throughout a working life and are insuf-
ficiently flexible to compensate for interrupted 
or part-time careers (European Commission, 
2018o).

It is also evident that some inequalities are 
much larger within groups of the same gen-
der (such as pay inequality between low-paid 
and high-paid women) than between women 
and men (73). This calls for a better understand-
ing of intersections between gender and other 
characteristics to understand who the women 
most at risk of poverty or social exclusion are. 
Depending on the context, intersections may 
include ethnicity, age, disability, migration sta-
tus, socioeconomic status and so on.

Reasons for the above inequalities are numer-
ous, including unequal resource allocation 
within the household; women’s continued role 
as the primary providers of care and the con-
sequent pressures to reconcile work and family 
life; and social norms (EIGE, 2016e). They can 
often be traced back to educational choice and 
school policies, outlining the cumulative impact 
of disadvantage and its life-cycle dimension 
(EIGE, 2017g).

Typically, encouraging more people into work 
and reducing the barriers to labour market 
entry (e.g. by providing more childcare facil-
ities) are high on the priority list of anti-pov-
erty strategies. Such strategies often face two 
challenges. One results from increased work 
polarisation between households: employment 

(70)	 Eurostat, LFS (lfsa_ergaed).
(71)	 Eurostat, LFS (lfsa_epgaed).
(72)	 Eurostat (sdg_05_20).
(73)	 Eurostat, EU-SILC (ilc_di11).

increases have often been markedly smaller for 
less-educated women from certain household 
types, such as lone parents or no-earner cou-
ples (Gregg et al., 2010). The other challenge 
is grounded in the fact that paid work alone 
may not be sufficient to avoid poverty, if it is 
poorly paid and of low quality. Especially in the 
aftermath of the financial crisis, deregulation of 
working conditions has raised concerns about 
worsening quality and remuneration of work, 
and the negative consequences for in-work pov-
erty (EIGE, 2016e; Eurofound, 2017; European 
Parliament, 2016h).

At the same time, redistribution through the 
welfare system plays a vital and complementary 
role in tackling poverty. Importantly, there are 
still flaws in the design of welfare systems that 
limit their effectiveness in tackling gender chal-
lenges in relation to poverty, and these have 
become painfully clear in the aftermath of the 
recent financial crisis (Cantillon et al., 2017; Lev-
enti et al., 2019). Although the crisis was origi-
nally described as a  ‘mancession’, in the longer 
run it has had more profound effects on women 
in many countries due to the austerity meas-
ures adopted as a consequence (Perrons, 2015; 
Rubery, 2015; see Section  2.6 below for more 
detailed analysis).

Finally, it must be highlighted that measure-
ment of poverty  — and its gender dimension 
in particular — is complex and requires a more 
careful examination of the social and economic 
relations within households. Crucially, the avail-
able data on monetary poverty are based on 
household income; this means that no account 
is taken of the intra-household distribution of 
resources, and the income of a  household is 
often considered to be shared equally between 
its (adult) members. Given that in many fami-
lies resources are not shared equally and that 
men still tend to have more paid work and earn 
more than women, it is likely that current data 
underestimate the poverty gender gap (see, for 
example, Piccoli, 2017).
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(ibid.) warns of projected decreases in pen-
sion spending that could put older people at 
risk of being more dependent on long and full 
careers and pension top-ups. Pension reforms 
have therefore been increasingly accompanied 
by anti-poverty measures, such as minimum 
income protection (ibid.). Nevertheless, gender 
differences in old-age poverty and pension enti-
tlements remain staggeringly large (ibid.).

Recent actions to support migrants, refugees 
and minority groups have generally included 
a  gender dimension, although not necessarily 
as a  priority. The 2016 action plan on the inte-
gration of third-country nationals, for example, 
recognises the need to consider the situation of 
migrant women, particularly in relation to labour 
market integration and access to education 
(European Commission, 2016a). The 2013 Coun-
cil Recommendation on effective Roma integra-
tion provides guidance on cross-cutting policies 
that include the protection of Roma children and 
women (Council of the European Union, 2013b), 
although a gender dimension is less apparent in 
the EU framework for national Roma integration 
(see Section 1.4 for more detail).

2.1.3.	 Key challenges and trends in the EU

Poverty and social exclusion persist across 
the EU, affecting significantly more women 
than men

In 2010, the European Commission’s flagship 
Europe 2020 strategy established a 10-year tar-
get to lift at least 20 million people out of the 
risk of poverty or social exclusion (European 
Commission, 2010b), which now seems hardly 
achievable. Initially, risk of poverty grew as 
a result of the high levels of unemployment cre-
ated by the financial crisis and the subsequent 
combination of austerity-related cuts in public 
services and welfare benefits, lower job quality 
(more part-time and temporary jobs) and low 
wage growth (European Parliament, 2016h). 
More recently, there has been some improve-
ment, coinciding with a  resurgence in employ-
ment growth.

(76)	 Eurostat (ilc_peps01).

The total number of people at risk of poverty or 
social exclusion in the EU decreased by almost 
10 million between 2013 and 2017, but more 
than one in five EU citizens (22.4  %) remain at 
risk and significantly more of these are women 
(59.9 million) than men (53.1 million). Indeed, 
the gender gap in AROPE rates (1.7 percentage 
points (p.p.): 23.3 % for women and 21.6 % for 
men) shows no sign of narrowing (Figure 1).

The risk of poverty or social exclusion ranges 
from 35  % or more in Bulgaria, Greece and 
Romania to 16  % or less in Czechia, Finland 
and Slovakia, with gender gaps particularly pro-
nounced in Latvia (6.2  p.p.), Estonia (4.6  p.p.), 
Bulgaria, Czechia and Lithuania (all 3-4 p.p.) (76). 
This shows considerable variation in poverty 
and social exclusion risks between EU Member 
States, highlighting the importance of local cir-
cumstances for understanding differences in 
poverty rates and gaps.

Figure  1 shows that the recent reductions in 
overall poverty or social exclusion rate derive 

Figure 1: �At risk of poverty or social exclusion 
(AROPE) rate and  its components, 
EU-28, (%)
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from lower numbers of people being affected 
by severe material deprivation and low work 
intensity, for both of which the gender gaps are 
relatively small (<  1  p.p.). On the other hand, 
monetary poverty, which is the major contribut-
ing component of both the overall AROPE rate 
and the poverty gender gap, hardly changed 
over the period, reflecting persistent income 
inequalities.

Thus, women are much more likely than men 
to be at the bottom of the income distribution, 
resulting in a gender pay gap of around 16 % in 
the EU (77). However, inequality within groups of 
the same gender is much larger: the lowest-paid 
20  % of women received 5.4 times less income 
than the highest-paid 20  %; for men the corre-
sponding multiplier is 5.3  (78). Such inequalities 
have dire consequences for women at the bot-
tom of the income distribution. For example, 
throughout the EU-27 (79), 26 % of women at risk 
of poverty report problems with the condition 
of their dwelling compared with 14 % of women 
not at risk (European Parliament, 2015e).

This outlines the importance of understanding 
who are the disadvantaged women, as poverty 
is likely to be more concentrated among certain 
groups in society that face multiple vulnera-
bilities. Figure  2 shows that women of all age 
groups are more likely to be at risk of poverty 
or social exclusion than men, and particularly 
so older women. Migrants from outside the EU 
are much more at risk (50.2 %) than people liv-
ing in the country of their birth (21.0 %) but in 
this case the key factor is nationality rather than 
gender (80). Ethnicity can also be associated with 
heightened vulnerability  — for example, it is 
reported that 80  % of Roma people live below 
the monetary poverty threshold in their coun-
try and that only 16 % of Roma women aged 16 

(77)	 Eurostat (online data code: sdg_05_20).
(78)	 Eurostat (tessi180).
(79)	 Excluding Croatia 
(80)	 There is relatively little difference in the at-risk rates of migrant men (49.8 %) and women (50.5 %) (Eurostat, EU-SILC (ilc_peps05)).
(81)	 According to the 2019 Gender Equality Index, a persistent gender gap in employment puts the full-time equivalent rate of employ-

ment of women with disabilities at just 20.7 %, against 28.6 % of men with disabilities, and sees a third of women with disability 
economically inactive.

(82)	 Eurostat (hlth_dpe10).
(83)	 Eurostat (lfsa_pgawns). Data refer to people aged 16-64.

and over are in work (FRA, 2016). Finally, women 
with disabilities  (81) face additional employment 
challenges that put them at higher risk of pov-
erty or social exclusion; almost a third of those 
above 16 years old (29  %) are at risk  (82) (see 
Section 2.9 for more detail).

Women more often at risk of poverty 
because of lower levels of participation in 
the labour market

Figure  3 shows that economic inactivity and 
unemployment substantially increase the risk 
of poverty or social exclusion for both women 
and men. This is a  concern for women in 
particular, because so many more of them 
are not active in the EU labour market (60.8 
million women compared with 36.9 million 
men)  (83). However, once inactive or unem-

Figure 2: �At risk of poverty or social exclusion 
rate by age group, EU-28, 2017 (%) 
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ployed, men tend to be more at risk of pov-
erty than women (84).

Women’s lower level of labour market activity 
often stems from their disproportionate car-
ing and other household responsibilities, as 
evidenced in Section  2.6 of this report. Such 
responsibilities are associated with unequal 
time use patterns, which then result in time 
poverty (Francavilla et al., 2013). Considera-
tion of time poverty is key for gender-sensi-
tive poverty-reduction strategies. Whereas 
the income constraints have always been rec-
ognised by policymakers in their concern for 
poverty, the time constraints have not; poli-
cies that focus on getting people into work 
need to recognise and address the greater 
demands most women have on their time 
(Goldin, 2014, 2015).

(84)	 Notably, the gender gap in risk is greatest among people who were unemployed for the majority of the reference year, with 70.1 % 
of unemployed men at risk of poverty or social exclusion compared with 59.4  % of unemployed women. Since there are more 
unemployed men than unemployed women, this means that more unemployed men will also be affected by poverty (Eurostat, 
Labour Force Survey (lfsa_pganws)). Data refer to people aged 16-64.

(85)	 Eurostat, EU-SILC (ilc_peps03). 
(86)	 32.7 % for single women and 32.2 % for single men (Eurostat, EU-SILC (ilc_peps03)).
(87)	 Although the risk increased to 30.7 % for couples with three or more children (Eurostat, EU-SILC (ilc_peps03)).

Despite concerns about levels of in-work poverty 
among women due to working in part-time or 
low-paid jobs (see Section 2.6 for detail), the gen-
der gap in risk of poverty or social exclusion for 
employed people is relatively small. This is partly 
because the reasons behind exposure to in-work 
poverty differ by gender. Men are slightly more 
likely to face in-work poverty due to their house-
hold situation (e.g. acting as the main earner), 
whereas women are more likely to face in-work 
poverty due to the nature of their employment 
(e.g. part-time/low-paid/precarious work) (EIGE, 
2016e). This suggests that gender interacts with 
other characteristics that may compensate for 
low-income employment of women. For exam-
ple, minimum wage policies can counter the 
disadvantages imposed on women by their con-
centration in low-paid sectors and occupations 
(Goraus-Tańska and Lewandowski, 2018).

Lone mothers and women in no-earner 
households at higher risk of poverty

Adults living alone are roughly at twice the risk 
of poverty or social exclusion as couples with-
out children (32.5 % versus 16.4 % in 2017)  (85), 
with little gender difference (86). Having children 
further increases the risk for single adults but 
not for couples; across the EU, 47 % of lone par-
ents were at risk of poverty or social exclusion 
in 2017 compared with 16.7  % of households 
with two adults and two children (87).

The acute risk of poverty for lone parents pre-
dominantly affects women because they more 
often take on the responsibility for caring for 
children after the breakdown of a  relationship. 
Of the 7.5 million lone parents aged 25-49 in the 
EU in 2017, 6.5 million (or 87  %) were women. 
Furthermore, the majority of lone fathers work: 
78  % full-time and 7  % part-time, just 15  % 
remaining out of employment. In contrast, lone 
mothers are nearly twice as likely not to work 

Figure 3: �At risk of poverty or social exclusion 
rate by most frequent activity 
status, persons aged over 18, EU-
28, 2017 (%)
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(29  %) and, of those who do work, more than 
two thirds work only part-time (44  % full-time, 
29  % part-time) (see Figure  4). Case studies 
have shown that lone parents, and particularly 
women, are more likely to be affected by poor 
health and domestic violence, and struggle not 
only with childcare costs but also with transport 
costs (GCPH, 2014).

The household dimension plays an important 
role in the context of increasing polarisation of 
work. Over time, the prevalence of dual-earner 
and no-earner couples has strongly increased, 
with an increase in employment noted among 
well-educated women living with working 
partners. In contrast, other household types 
have often lost out on employment opportu-
nities, particularly in cases where they relied 
solely on the employment of older men with 
lower educational attainment (Gregg et al., 
2010). Thus, it is particularly important to sup-

port less educated women with non-working 
partners to enter the labour market (Razzu 
and Singleton, 2018).

Lower pensions result in greater risk of 
poverty for older women

Through the life course, the risk of poverty or 
social exclusion is highest among people aged 
16-24 (29.0  %) and lowest among people aged 
65 or more (18.2  %), who have mostly ended 
their working careers. Although the overall 
risk of poverty is lower in the older age group, 
reflecting accumulated wealth and the reduced 
costs of supporting dependent children, it is in 
this group that the gender gap is widest (20.6 % 
women at risk compared with 15.2 % men; see 
Figure 2). This largely reflects the income disad-
vantages that derive from careers punctuated 
or limited by interruptions and family-related 
care responsibilities.

Figure 4: �Distribution of women and men aged 25-49 by type of household and work status, 
EU-28, 2017 (millions)

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

Lo
ne

pa
re

nt
s

Si
ng

le
ad

ul
t

Co
up

le
 w

ith
ch

ild
re

n
Co

up
le

w
ith

ou
t

ch
ild

re
n

O
th

er
ho

us
e-

ho
ld

Employed full-time Employed part-time Not employed

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey (data code: lfst_hhindws).



Policies and developments in the 12 critical areas of concern in the EU since 2013

Beijing + 25: the fifth review of the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action in the EU Member States 47

Whereas women tend to live longer than men 
and make up the majority of pensioners  (88), 
they tend to have lower pensions (European 
Commission, 2018o). In 2016, the average pen-
sion of a man aged 65-79 was 37.2 % higher 
than that of a woman of the same age (89). The 
gender pension gap has reduced since 2013 
(40.1  %) but there is clearly room for further 
improvement, considerably more so in some 
countries than others.

Although labour market outcomes (length of 
career, level of earnings, hours worked) are 
a  key driver of pension gaps, the design of 
the pension system is also crucial. In coun-
tries such as Czechia, Denmark, Estonia and 
Slovakia, for example, the gender gap in pen-
sions is relatively low despite a significant gen-
der gap in total earnings (European Commis-
sion, 2018o). Reforms of pension systems to 
address the causes of the current imbalances 
are needed, but reforms aiming to increase 
pensions can become quite costly, especially 
in the context of increasing life expectancy. 
The alternative followed in some countries is 
to use minimum income schemes to top up 
pensions (ibid.).

Gender-sensitive design of social transfers 
would lift more women out of the risk of 
poverty

Social security systems represent a  key tool in 
the fight against poverty, as social benefits can 
be used to top up low incomes to reduce or 
avoid poverty risks. In 2017, 25.6 % of the EU’s 
population was at risk of poverty (AROP)  (90) 
before social transfers (excluding pensions, the 
main source of income for people over retire-
ment age). After taking into account social 
transfers, the AROP rate fell to 16.9 %, meaning 
that the risk of poverty was removed for about 
a  third of those who had been at risk before 
transfers. Unfortunately, owing largely to aus-
terity measures and benefit cutbacks, the pro-

(88)	 In 2017, women accounted for 56.5 % of people aged 65 or over in the EU (55.0 million women, 42.3 million men) (Eurostat, Labour 
Force Survey (lfsa_pganws).

(89)	 The age group 65-79 is used because after this point the impact of survivors’ pensions provided on the death of a spouse signifi-
cantly affects results and cannot easily be separated from pensions earned in one’s own right.

(90)	 The AROP threshold is set at 60 % of the national median equivalised disposable income.

portion of people taken out of poverty by social 
transfers has declined over recent years (down 
1.8 p.p. from 35.8 % in 2013).

Figure 5 shows that the weakening of the impact 
of social transfers on poverty has been more 
notable for women than for men. In 2013, it was 
approximately the same for women and men but 
by 2017 social transfers led to a larger reduction of 
poverty among men than among women (34.5 % 
versus 33.1 %). This could be partly attributed to 
fiscal measures implemented in many countries in 
response to the 2008 financial crisis, given recent 
research findings that suggest that the impact of 
austerity on social protection has had a more det-
rimental impact on women than on men (Perrons, 
2015; Rubery, 2015).

The criteria by which people qualify for social 
security transfers, and the grounds for deci-
sions about the recipients of those transfers, 

Figure 5: �Percentage reduction in proportion 
of people at risk of poverty as 
a result of social transfers, EU-28 (%)
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2.2.	� Education and training of 
women (BPfA Area B)

2.2.1.	 Setting the scope

Universal, high-quality education and training 
are fundamental to Europe’s future prosperity, 
as the technological revolution and changing 
work patterns require an increasingly skilled 
and adaptable workforce. Education is also vital 
to fight against poverty and social exclusion, 
as recognised in the European Pillar of Social 
Rights (European Commission, n.d.-d).

The EU has established a  number of key edu-
cational targets: to reduce school drop-out 
rates below 10  %; to increase the proportion 
of the population (aged 30-34) completing ter-
tiary or equivalent education to at least 40  %; 
and to guarantee at least 15 % of adults in life-
long learning activities (European Commission, 
2010b, 2010e). In general, women/girls do bet-
ter on these overall performance metrics than 
men/boys: fewer leave school early, more com-
plete tertiary-level education and more partici-
pate in lifelong learning (93).

This relative success conceals a range of gender 
inequalities that persist in education, training 
and research. Some concern increased vulnera-
bilities of specific groups; for example, girls (and 
boys) from certain ethnic and migrant back-
grounds can face additional challenges in com-
pleting secondary education. Other inequalities 
affect broader populations in particular ways, as 
described below.

A key challenge is the segregation of education 
by gender, which affects both students and the 
workforce in the education/research sector. 
Young women are substantially under-repre-
sented in hi-tech study fields such as computer 
science and information and communication 
technology (ICT), which establish opportunities 
for higher-paid occupations. Conversely, young 
women are over-represented in education, 

(93)	 Eurostat, Labour Force Survey — see data in section 2.12 of this report.
(94)	 Eurostat (data code trng_lfse_01).
(95)	 Eurostat (edat_lfse_28).

health and welfare (EHW) studies (EIGE, 2018e), 
which tends to lead to lower-paid employment. 
Persistent vertical segregation in the education/
research workforce contributes to the gender 
pay gap in the sector (European Commission et 
al., 2018).

The academic performance of girls and boys 
at the age of 15 is too similar (OECD, 2016a) to 
explain the segregation in higher education. 
Rather, young people’s choices are influenced 
by cultural stereotypes and gendered expecta-
tions, possibly reinforced through educational 
content and curricula (EIGE, 2016b). Often, text-
books and other educational materials continue 
to convey gender stereotypes of both women 
and girls, and of men and boys, sometimes even 
neglecting women altogether (UNESCO, 2017).

Comprehensive gender equality and diversity 
planning can contribute to improving national 
curricula generally. It might also help tackle 
gender-based harassment and bullying, a prob-
lem that affects girls and young women dispro-
portionately at all educational levels, particularly 
those from minority groups (EIGE, 2016b; UNE-
SCO, 2017; see Section  2.12 below for detailed 
discussion). Providing gender-sensitive career 
guidance to enable young people to learn and 
make informed decisions about their future free 
from gender bias remains a  challenge (EIGE, 
2018e).

Participation in lifelong learning presents 
another difficulty. Although women participate 
more often than men (94), they are less likely to 
take part in continued vocational training that is 
at least partly financed by their employers (95).

Finally, education has recently attracted an 
increased focus from rising anti-gender move-
ments (see Section  2.9). Although efforts to 
prevent equality and rights education, includ-
ing sexual and reproductive health education, 
in schools on ideological grounds are not new 
(Kuhar and Zobec, 2017), the focus is widen-
ing. Notably, in Hungary the government has 
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banned gender studies in higher education 
institutions, a  move that has been described 
as an infringement of the principles of self-gov-
ernance, academic freedom and scientific excel-
lence (ALLEA, 2018).

2.2.2.	 EU policy developments

The EU has limited competence to intervene 
directly in the area of education and training. 
It can, however, guide, support, coordinate or 
supplement the education actions of Member 
States (Lifelong Learning Platform, 2018), chiefly 
through the European Semester process and 
the strategic framework for European cooper-
ation in education and training (ET  2020), and 
can work to raise awareness of the different 
gender-related challenges in the area. The EU 
also fosters the exchange of good practices, 
promotes principles of equality and non-dis-
crimination, and provides funding (through 
Erasmus+ and Horizon  2020) to empower and 
involve women in specific sectors — such as sci-
ence, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) and ICT — and to boost the position of 
women in research.

In 2015, both the Council of the EU and the 
European Commission called for action to tackle 
gender stereotypes within educational systems 
and structures, and to ensure that teachers are 
equipped to support learners to have an inclu-
sive, equal and non-discriminatory education 
experience. The European Parliament (2015b) 
highlighted that educational materials often 
perpetuate gender stereotypes, and noted the 
importance of education and training in com-
bating gender inequalities. The Commission has 
committed to funding grassroots projects to 
address stereotypes through Erasmus+ (Euro-
pean Commission, 2017c).

Recently, little attention has been paid to issues 
of access and participation from a gender per-
spective specifically. At a more general level, the 
first principle of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights establishes equal access to education, 
training and lifelong learning as a  right (Euro-

(96)	 This framework establishes EU objectives to address challenges in education and training by 2020.

pean Commission, n.d.-d). Although ET  2020 
aims to promote ‘equity, social cohesion, and 
active citizenship’ (European Commission, 
2010e), gender equality is not a  primary objec-
tive and is not mainstreamed across the differ-
ent objectives and benchmarks of the frame-
work (which relate to educational participation 
and achievement).

Horizontal segregation in education and train-
ing has received more attention. Although 
actions to encourage more women to pursue 
STEM subjects are not new, the Council of the 
EU has now called for similar efforts to encour-
age men and boys to work and study in tra-
ditionally female-dominated sectors such as 
social services, childcare and long-term care 
(Council of the European Union, 2017a). The 
European Commission initiative on ‘Opening up 
education’ highlights the importance of ensur-
ing that girls and women do not lag behind in 
subjects such as ICT (European Commission, 
2013b). The Strategic Engagement for Gender 
Equality 2016-2019 also highlights the need to 
address gendered choices in study subjects 
and subsequent careers, in line with the prior-
ities set out in ET 2020 (96) (European Commis-
sion, 2015i).

In relation to gender challenges within educa-
tional structures, the European Commission 
has pledged to encourage the collection of data 
on teachers’ wages and to focus on the issue 
of under-remuneration in the sector (European 
Commission et al., 2018). In addition, Hori-
zon  2020 (the biggest EU research and inno-
vation programme to date) supports structural 
changes within research institutions and in the 
content and design of research activities (Euro-
pean Commission, 2014b). An interim evalua-
tion of Horizon  2020 found it to be successful 
in integrating gender equality throughout the 
funding process, although there remains room 
for improvement in data collection, monitoring 
and evaluation (European Commission, 2017g). 
Gender equality is also a  key horizontal prior-
ity for Erasmus+ (European Commission, 2019c) 
but there are no detailed or comprehensive 
indicators to specify what is being done.
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Key education and training policies promote 
inclusion and a  sense of belonging (Council of 
the European Union, 2017c; European Commis-
sion, 2017a). However, there is no comprehen-
sive framework for an intersectional approach 
that considers challenges specific to groups of 
girls and women particularly at risk of discrimi-
nation and other barriers to full and active par-
ticipation in education (e.g. Roma and other eth-
nic minorities, migrants, LGBTQI* people, those 
with disabilities and those from a  background 
of poverty or social exclusion). Gender-based 
violence in educational contexts has also been 
largely neglected in recent policy.

2.2.3.	 Key challenges and trends in the EU

Women dominate education, health and 
welfare studies, yet remain severely 
under-represented in ICT and STEM fields

In 2016, women accounted for just over half of 
graduates from vocational and tertiary educa-
tion (52  % and 56  % respectively)  (97). Despite 
this relatively even gender balance, significant 
imbalances persist in selected fields of educa-

(97)	 Eurostat, UOE education statistics (educ_uoe_grad02).
(98)	 In 2016, women accounted for more than a third of ICT graduates in only Bulgaria and Romania (40 % and 35 %), the latter also 

being the only country where women also make up at least a  third of engineering graduates (33 %). Italy is the only country in 
which women account for fewer than 70 % of health and welfare graduates (Eurostat, UOE education statistics (educ_uoe_grad02)).

(99)	 Women accounted for 76 % of tertiary education graduates and 84 % of vocational graduates in 2016.

tion. Women make up fewer than one fifth of 
engineering and ICT graduates across the EU 
but around four fifths of EHW graduates (see 
Figure 7)  (98). Interestingly, there is almost gen-
der parity among graduates in natural sciences, 
mathematics and statistics (52  % women and 
48 % men).

STEM subjects also show a  significant differ-
ence by type of education, with women more 
than twice as likely to follow the academic study 
route (34  % of tertiary education graduates) 
as the vocational option (14  %). This difference 
does not apply in EHW subjects  (99), but needs 
to be considered in developing strategies to 
involve more women in STEM subjects.

Horizontal segregation is a key concern for gen-
der equality because it translates into segrega-
tion in the labour market. This in turn generates 
long-term income inequalities, as some of the 
occupations and sectors currently dominated 
by women (e.g. teaching) tend to be lower paid 
than those dominated by men (see Section 2.6). 
It also reinforces the undervaluing of women’s 
work and limits their economic independence 
(EIGE, 2018e).

Figure 7: �Percentage of women among STEM and EHW graduates by field, EU-28, 2016 (%)
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Gender segregation of study fields stems 
from gendered social norms and expecta-
tions rather than school performance

Based on the 2015 data from the Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
15-year-old girls and boys had similar levels 
of underachievement in science (20.4  % and 
20.7  % respectively) and maths (23.2  % and 
21.2 % respectively) but boys were much more 
likely to underachieve in reading than girls 
(23.5  % versus 15.9  %)  (100). The fact that girls 
and boys have similar levels of achievement in 
science and maths refutes the suggestion that 
performance differentials in secondary educa-
tion contribute to subsequent subject choices 
in higher education (e.g. ICT or engineering).

The persistent gender imbalances across differ-
ent fields of study are at least partly the result 
of social norms and gendered expectations  — 
both at home and in wider society — that have 
an impact on young people’s choices and influ-
ence them to choose ‘appropriate’ subjects 
(EIGE, 2018e). Recent research suggests that 
gendered expectations tend to be stricter for 
boys than for girls (Van der Vleuten et al., 2016).

One source of influence that can be directly 
addressed is the portrayal of women and men 
in educational content. Textbooks can often 
reflect historical inequalities and convey the 
message that men are the main achievers in 
science, technologies, the arts and humanities, 
reinforcing stereotypical gender attitudes and 
perceptions (EIGE, 2016b). Although there are no 
relevant EU-wide data, various studies — e.g. of 
computer science textbooks (Papadakis, 2018), 
children’s books about academics (Terras, 2014) 
and the visuals presented in primary school 
science education resources (Kerkhoven et al., 
2016)  — have found clear evidence of women 
being substantially under-represented and/or 
portrayed in stereotypical roles (e.g. as teachers 
rather than as science or other technical pro-
fessionals). In Hungary, the UN working group 
on discrimination against women in law and in 

(100)	Eurostat, OECD-PISA Survey (educ_outc_pisa). The gender gap associated with reading holds in all Member States, but is particu-
larly large in Bulgaria, Cyprus and Malta, where it exceeds 15 p.p.

(101)	Eurostat, UOE education statistics (educ_uoe_perp02).

practice noted that new textbooks for compul-
sory religious/ethics education depicted women 
‘almost exclusively as mothers and wives and, in 
some cases, … as less intelligent than fathers’ 
(UN OHCHR, 2016).

One way to overcome such stereotypes is 
through gender-sensitive career counselling 
in schools. Such guidance plays a  crucial role 
in helping young people to choose a  vocation 
and associated field of study, and needs to be 
delivered free of any gender bias (EIGE, 2018e). 
In 2015 the European Parliament encouraged 
all Member States to improve the provision of 
career guidance as a tool to counter gender ste-
reotypes, noting the critical timing of the advice 
given and its potential long-term impact on 
personal development and emancipation (Euro-
pean Parliament, 2015b).

Vertical segregation is pervasive in educa-
tion and research, with knock-on effects 
for income inequality

The representation of women among teach-
ers and academic staff declines progressively 
as the level of education rises. In 2015, women 
accounted for more than four fifths of staff in 
primary education (84.8  %), but just over two 
fifths in tertiary education (41.8  %)  (101). This 
disparity contributes to the gender pay gap, as 
teaching at the lower levels tends is associated 
with lower statutory salaries (European Com-
mission et al., 2018).

Vertical segregation also contributes to income 
inequality, as too few women reach top posi-
tions within the education system. Female 
teachers are less likely to be promoted to 
school principals than their male peers (OECD, 
2016a), and women account for just one in five 
(20.1 %) heads of institutions in the higher edu-
cation sector and one in seven (14.3  %) heads 
of universities or assimilated institutions accred-
ited to deliver PhDs (European Commission, 
2019e). Similarly, in the research arena, women 
held nearly half (46.4 %) of junior research posts 
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(entry level for newly qualified PhD graduates) 
in 2016, but fewer than one quarter (23.7 %) of 
senior positions (full professor or equivalent) 
(European Commission, 2019e). Perhaps more 
significantly, there is little evidence of any nota-
ble improvement over time.

It is worth noting that disparities in job quality 
add a further dimension of inequality. Data from 
2016 show that women are more likely than men 
to hold part-time research positions (13.0 % ver-
sus 8.0  % for men) and/or to be engaged on 
a precarious working contract (102) (8.1 %. versus 
5.2 %) (Scottish Government, 2017).

The participation of both women and men 
in lifelong learning is low compared with 
the needs of the EU economy

Estimates suggest that the European economy 
loses over 2 % of its potential productivity each 
year to the mismatch between the supply and 
demand for skills. If no action is taken, the com-
bination of demographic trends and technologi-
cal changes is likely to see this situation worsen 
(European Economic and Social Committee, 
2018d). Lifelong learning is seen as a  key tool 
in addressing this mismatch (WEF, 2018), ensur-
ing that women and men  — with or without 
work — have the opportunity to upskill or reskill 
to achieve their potential and meet the needs 
of employers. With women’s jobs more at risk 
from technological change (see Section 2.6), it 
is crucial that they have full and equal access to 
lifelong learning opportunities.

Compared with the ET  2020 target of having 
15  % of adults participating in lifelong learn-
ing, women are doing slightly better than men 
(11.8  % and 10.0  % respectively), although 
there has been little change since 2013. Among 
those active in the labour market, more women 
than men participate in education or training 
but the situation is reversed for those who 

(102)	Researchers on precarious working contracts are defined as those without a contract, with fixed-term contracts of up to 1 year or 
with other non-fixed-term, non-permanent contracts. This definition differs from that used for precarious working contracts in the 
Labour Force Survey, which refers to contracts of 3 months or less.

(103)	Eurostat, Adult Education Survey (trng_aes_176).
(104)	Partial financing includes the use of work time for the training activity, and the financing of training equipment.
(105)	Eurostat, Continuing Vocational Training Survey (trng_cvt_12s).

are inactive (see Figure 8), reflecting the fact 
that women are more often restricted by fam-
ily responsibilities. A total of 39.8 % of women 
cited family responsibilities as an obstacle to 
their participation in education or training, 
compared with 24.2  % of men in 2016  (103).
Despite their higher participation in education 
and training, evidence shows that employed 
women are less likely than employed men to 
benefit from continuing vocational training at 
least partly financed by their employers  (104) 
(38.7 % versus 42.0 %). This gender gap is par-
ticularly pronounced in larger companies (105). It 
is linked to the fact that people in lower-quality 
jobs (part-time, temporary or low-paid), many 
of whom are women, are less likely to bene-
fit from workplace training than those on full-
time permanent contracts (OECD, 2016a). This 
gender gap implies that more women have to 
self-fund their training, creating an additional 
financial barrier.

Figure 8: �Participation rate in education and 
training (last 4 weeks) by sex and 
working status, aged 25-64, EU-28, 
2017 (%) 
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Young women are less likely than men to 
leave school early, except for those from 
vulnerable ethnic and migrant backgrounds

Early exit from the education system limits pro-
ductivity and competitiveness, and fuels pov-
erty and social exclusion (European Commis-
sion, 2017f). In 2017, young men aged 18-24 
were more likely to be early leavers from educa-
tion and training (106) than young women of the 
same age (12.1  % versus 8.9  %; see Figure 9). 
This pattern generally holds across the Member 
States, with four exceptions, Bulgaria, Hungary, 
Romania and Slovakia, all of which are countries 
with relatively large Roma communities, where 
early drop-out from education remains a prob-
lem, particularly for girls (FRA, 2018f).

Reducing early leaving from education 
among Roma girls

In order to encourage Roma girls to suc-
cessfully attend school and to keep them 
there with the aim of finishing education, 
a  new programme was launched in Hun-

(106)	Early leavers are people aged 18-24 who have attained at most lower secondary education and are not currently involved in further 
education or training.

(107)	Eurostat (edat_lfse_36).

gary in 2015, called Bari Shej. Its objective 
is to reduce early school leaving and to 
improve chances of further education. The 
target group comprises mainly Roma girls 
aged 10-18 attending primary or second-
ary school who are at risk of dropping out. 
The programme is still continuing, and has 
managed to reach 2  000 disadvantaged 
Roma girls since the start of the 2017/2018 
school year. The project elements include 
mentoring, career guidance, prevention 
of victimisation, mental health and drug 
prevention support, healthy lifestyle edu-
cation and counselling for girls and their 
families, and introducing successful Roma 
women as role models.

Note: This box is based on Member State reporting to the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) or EIGE.

Young people from a  non-EU migrant back-
ground also tend to be at higher risk of leav-
ing school early  (107), with asylum seekers and 
refugees facing additional challenges in access-
ing education in the first place (FRA, 2017b). As 

Figure 9: �Early leavers from education and training by sex, 18-24 years, 2017 (%)
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unpaid work burden at a  time when needs 
for long-term care due to population ageing 
were rising (European Social Policy Network, 
2018; Sepúlveda Carmona, 2014).

�� Gender differences in mental health. The 
mental health needs of women and men dif-
fer: there is a  greater prevalence of depres-
sion and anxiety disorders among women 
and of externalising mental health disorders 
(such as drug and alcohol abuse) among 
men (EAHC, 2008; WHO Europe, 2018). Men 
are also less likely to seek out help, because 
of gendered behavioural norms (European 
Commission, 2011b, p. 303), which has been 
linked to higher suicide rates among them 
(Oliffe et al., 2012).

�� Ensuring adequate provision of, and access 
to, sexual and maternal/reproductive health 
services for both women and men. This is 
especially important in the light of retro-
gressive policies in some Member States to 
reduce access to contraception and abor-
tion (Council of Europe, 2017b; see also Sec-
tion 2.9 below).

�� Additional health vulnerabilities and prob-
lems with healthcare access due to intersec-
tions of gender with other social determi-
nants of health. This is the case particularly 
for women with lower income and/or educa-
tional attainment (114), but also for those from 
certain migrant and ethnic backgrounds 
(Doctors of the World, 2016; European Par-
liament, 2018i), for older women and women 
with disabilities (Adjei et al., 2017; WHO, 
2009), and for LGBTQI* people (European 
Parliament, 2017i; FRA, 2012a).

�� Limited gender sensitivity in medical research 
and healthcare services. This includes chal-
lenges linked to low representation of women 
in clinical research  (115) (Liu and Dipietro 
Mager, 2016), gender-blind or  -biased med-
ical research and healthcare services (WHO 
Europe, 2016b, 2016c), and gendered use of 

(114)	Eurostat, EU-SILC (data code: hlth_silc_10).
(115)	Medical research that is designed to be able to explore the impact of both sex (biological factors) and gender (social factors) on 

the health differences between women and men.

healthcare services (European Commission, 
2010a, 2011b).

�� Under-representation of women in health 
governance, decision-making and certain 
occupations. Although women are now 
well represented among medical students 
and doctors, they are less well represented 
among senior doctors and professors (see 
Kuhlmann et al., 2017), or in executive health 
sector positions overall (WHO, 2016b).

Overall, there are still considerable limitations 
in the data available to assess progress related 
to the above challenges. To improve the moni-
toring of progress, it is particularly important to 
improve collection, use and analysis of sex- and 
age-disaggregated data on health outcomes 
cross-linked with other sociodemographic fac-
tors, and to carry out assessments of the health 
equity impacts of wider social policies for both 
women and men.

2.3.2.	 EU policy developments

Within health policy, the EU has competence 
to complement and support national policy. It 
is unable to determine national policy except in 
a  few areas where the EU and Member States 
have shared competence, such as research and 
cross-border threats (European Commission, 
n.d.-a).

Consistently with a  long-term trend, since 2013 
the EU has continued to focus on health ineq-
uities and the social determinants of health. 
Its third health programme, 2014-2020, funds 
projects that recognise the impact of gender 
on health, such as measures addressing vul-
nerable third-country nationals and refugees 
(DG Health and Food Safety, 2018). However, 
the programme does not explicitly incorporate 
a gender perspective.

Increased recognition of the impact of social 
factors on health and well-being is also 
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the consideration of gender in clinical trials. 
According to the information available at the 
time of writing of this report, the regulation was 
expected to enter into application in 2019. Sig-
nificantly, the European Parliament resolution 
on promoting gender equality in mental health 
and clinical research highlighted the importance 
of clinical trials reflecting the needs of the pop-
ulation who will use the products, and called 
for the collection of sex-disaggregated data to 
identify gendered differences in side effects 
(European Parliament, 2017i). The implementa-
tion of the Clinical Trials Regulation may help 
address such ongoing inequalities (EIWH, 2018).

2.3.3.	 Key challenges and trends in the EU

Gendered differences persist in life expec-
tancy, healthy life years and morbidity

Women continue to enjoy longer life expectancy 
than men on average (described as the mortal-
ity advantage), and thus experience a  greater 
number of healthy life years in total. However, 
women also experience a  lower percentage of 
their lives in (self-reported) good health, which 
is described as the disability disadvantage (Van 
Oyen et al., 2013). This translates, on average, 
to over 19 years of life with a  health problem 
for women in the EU, compared with less than 
15 years for men (119).

As Figure 10 and Figure 11 show, women and 
men have seen increases in the number of 
healthy life years from birth since 2013. The pro-
portion of healthy life years has also increased 
over time — men continue to live a greater pro-
portion of their lives in good health, but the 
gender gap reduced somewhat between 2013 
and 2016.

Current research suggests the average longer 
life expectancy of women is explained by 
a  complex interaction of biological and social 
factors, including an inherent biological advan-
tage (Zarulli et al., 2018) and gendered behav-

(119)	Eurostat (hlth_hlye).

iours (SOPHIE Project, 2015), such as the higher 
prevalence of tobacco and alcohol usage 

Figure 10: �Healthy life years expected at 
birth, by gender, EU-28
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Figure 11: �Healthy life years as a percentage 
of total life expectancy at birth, by 
gender, EU-28 (%)
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among men  (120). Although the extent to which 
gendered behaviours explain the gender gap 
varies between countries and over time  , the 
differences in the prevalence of tobacco- and 
alcohol-related deaths have been estimated to 
explain 40-60  % and 10-30  %  (121) of the gen-
der gap in mortality respectively (McCartney 
et al., 2011). Other health behaviours, such as 
consumption of fruit and vegetables and par-
ticipation in health-enhancing physical activity, 
are also gendered. Whereas women tend to 
eat fruit and vegetables more frequently than 
men, a  higher proportion of men engage in 
health-enhancing physical activity (122).

The reasons for the disability disadvantage 
among women are not entirely explained. It 
probably results from an interplay of biological 
and social factors. The key causes of ill health 
among women in the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) European region are mental illness 
and musculoskeletal conditions (WHO, 2016b). 
Among both women and men in Europe, 
non-communicable diseases are responsible 
for approximately 80 % of ill health (Institute for 
Health Metrics and Evaluation, 2017). However, 
women experience higher levels of morbid-
ity from certain non-communicable diseases, 
such as certain types of cancer, dementia and 
depression (OECD and EU, 2018).

For example, in 2014 women were more likely 
to experience depressive symptoms than men, 
and significantly more likely to experience 
major depression (estimated at 3.5  % com-
pared with 2.2  %)  (123). Similarly, a  higher pro-
portion of women than men reported chronic 
depression (OECD and EU, 2018). This is at least 
partly explained by social factors. Having low 
social status is a predictor of depression (WHO, 
n.d.-a), and societal inequalities and social 

(120)	For prevalence of smoking and alcohol consumption among women and men, see Eurostat (data sets hlth_ehis_al1e and sdg_03_30). 
For example, in 2014 about half of men reported that they consumed alcohol daily or weekly, compared with fewer than a third of 
women. In 2017, 22 % of women aged 15 years or more smoked compared with 30 % of men. 

(121)	Note that these figures are based on relatively old data, from 2005. The data cover 30 European countries.
(122)	See Eurostat (ilc_hch11; hlth_ehis_pe9e).
(123)	Eurostat (hlth_ehis_mh1e).
(124)	The most recent data are from 2015, so the comparator year is 2011 rather than 2013, to show trends over a longer period.
(125)	Eurostat (hlth_cd_asdr2).
(126)	Although some apparent reductions from 2015 may be due to differences in survey questions (OECD, 2018).
(127)	Based on Eurostat (hlth_silc_08).

norms mean that women disproportionately 
occupy low-status jobs. The burden of com-
bining employment and family demands also 
seems to be harmful for mental health (SOPHIE 
project, 2015)  — particularly for women living 
in countries with family policy models that rely 
on women’s unpaid work (Campos-Serna et al., 
2013).

Likewise, cardiovascular disease (CVD) accounts 
for a  higher proportion of deaths among 
women than among men. Nonetheless, it is 
worth noting that there were some improve-
ments in this trend between 2011 (124) and 2015 
(from 41.8 % for women and 37.4 % for men to 
38.9 % and 35.5 % respectively) and the gender 
gap between the rates of death from CVD has 
reduced (125).

Unmet health needs have substantially 
reduced among both women and men

Self-reported unmet needs for medical exami-
nation have halved since 2013, despite the con-
cerns about austerity cuts negatively affecting 
the availability and affordability of healthcare 
services in the aftermath of the financial cri-
sis (see Section  2.3.1)  (126). Women continue to 
report slightly higher levels of unmet health 
needs than men, but the gender gap has 
reduced (Figure 12).

Despite the reduction in unmet needs for medi-
cal examination, both women and men continue 
to face a number of difficulties when accessing 
healthcare, including long waiting times, delays 
in getting appointments, lack of time to access 
healthcare, long travel distance and excessive 
costs (Eurofound, 2017)  (127). The particular dif-
ficulties in accessing healthcare often vary sub-
stantially by country.
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Coming from a migrant background and being 
LGBTQI* further affect access to healthcare. 
In 2015, 67.5  % of the 9 610 individuals seen 
through Doctors of the World programmes 
in 31 European cities (spread across 12 coun-
tries)  (128) reported that they had no healthcare 
coverage (Doctors of the World, 2016).

Around 94  % of these 9 610 individuals were 
foreign nationals (129). Key barriers included lan-
guage barriers, financial costs, administrative 
barriers (such as legal restrictions and difficul-
ties collecting necessary documents) and lack 
of awareness of available services. Among preg-
nant women seen by these services, 67.8 % had 
no health coverage and 43.6  % had no prior 
access to antenatal services.

According to a  2012 FRA survey, lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people report 
difficulties in accessing healthcare: 30 % of LGBT 

(128)	Specifically, Belgium, France, Germany, Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey and the 
United Kingdom.

(129)	Of these 9 610, 41 % were women, and around 50 % had the right to remain.
(130)	Based on sex assigned at birth, owing to limitations with data disaggregations. Self-identified gender not available.
(131)	However, this is based on limited data, which date from 2004.
(132)	Eurostat (hlth_ehis_un2d).
(133)	Based on 2014 European health interview survey data.
(134)	Eurostat (hlth_silc_14).

women and 23  % of LGBT men  (130) reported 
difficulties in using or accessing healthcare ser-
vices. These were primarily due to inappropriate 
curiosity from healthcare personnel and other 
actual or feared negative reactions, as well as 
their experiences of having their needs ignored 
(FRA, 2012a).

Financial reasons hinder women’s acccess 
to mental health care

Recent data on the level of unmet need in rela-
tion to mental health care are limited. A  2016 
scientific report (Barbato et al., 2016) found esti-
mated treatment gaps in the WHO European 
region of 45  % for major depression, 40  % for 
bipolar disorder and 18 % for schizophrenia (131).

Recent data on access to mental health care 
disaggregated by sex are even more limited. 
However, in 2014 it was found that 3.1  % of 
women reported mental health care needs 
unmet because of cost, compared with 2.1  % 
of men  (132). In this context, it is important to 
mention that the use of mental health services 
is gendered; men may find it more difficult 
than women to seek help, because of gen-
der norms around recognising and admitting 
emotional distress (European Commission, 
2011b, p. 303).

Women with lower socioeconomic status may 
be at greater risk of poor mental health (WHO, 
n.d.-a), and report more mental health needs 
unmet for financial reasons. For example, 
women with an income in the bottom 20  % of 
society are more than twice as likely to report 
chronic depression as women with an income in 
the top 20 % (133) (OECD and EU, 2018). Around 
3.3 % of women with low educational attainment 
reported unmet needs compared with 2.7 % of 
those with high educational attainment (134).

Figure 12: �Unmet need for medical 
examination by gender, EU-28 (%)
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Older women are at higher risk of poor 
mental and physical health

Although older women and men both report 
worse health than those at younger ages, the 
gap between self-reported health status of 
women and men increases at older ages (Fig-
ure 13). The poor health of older women can be 
explained to some extent by cumulative disad-
vantages in social determinants of health over 
the life course, including educational attain-
ment (Adjei et al., 2017) and a  lack of financial 
resources. In 2017, 20.6  % of women aged 65 
or over were at risk of poverty or social exclu-
sion, compared with 15.2 % of men in the same 
age category  (135). In addition to the negative 
impact of low income on health status, pov-
erty may also have additional impacts on older 
women, such as limiting their ability to adapt 
their homes to meet their needs (AGE Platform 
Europe, 2019). Many older women also continue 
to provide informal care; 80  % of all care pro-
vided in Europe is informal, most of which is 
provided by women aged 45-75 (Ageing Equal, 
2018). This may directly contribute to negative 
health outcomes, including poor mental health.

(135)	Eurostat (ilc_peps01).
(136)	Such as registered partnerships and consensual unions
(137)	Note, however, that availability and quality of up-to-date data are an issue in this case. 

Access to sexual and reproductive health ser-
vices is worsening in several Member States

Accessibility of sexual and reproductive health 
services varies significantly by Member State, 
because of differences in the level and quality 
of service provision, affordability and legislation, 
as well as cultural and religious factors (Euro-
pean Parliament, 2018j). People with a  migrant 
background, young people, people living on low 
incomes and people living in rural areas may 
face additional barriers, including economic, lan-
guage and geographic ones (ibid.). The sexual 
and reproductive health needs of women with 
disabilities often remain unmet as well (WHO, 
2009) and, in some countries, the rights of both 
women with disabilities and Roma women have 
been violated through forced sterilisation (Euro-
pean Parliament, 2018j; WHO, 2009).

Many women continue to lack access to neces-
sary prenatal and maternal healthcare. Currently 
around 500  000 women in the EU lack access 
to health services during pregnancy (European 
Parliament, 2019a). This is a  particular issue 
among certain groups. For instance, as many 
as 44 % of pregnant refugees and migrants in 
Europe may not have access to antenatal care 
(Doctors of the World, 2016). These access 
issues may explain the higher risks of mater-
nal mortality among migrant women in Europe; 
their risk is 25 times greater in some countries 
(WHO Europe, 2017). Roma women similarly 
experience greater risks of maternal mortality 
than non-Roma women in Europe (ibid.) and 
face access issues (European Parliament, 2019a).

Around 10 % of married or in-union (136) women 
in Europe continued to report unmet need for 
contraception in 2017. This level of unmet need 
has changed little since the 1970s and is pro-
jected to continue (United Nations, 2018a)  (137). 
As these data consider only women who are 
married or in union, they may be a  significant 
underestimate of actual unmet needs. Unmet 
contraceptive needs particularly affect vulner-
able groups, including adolescents, those with 

Figure 13: �Women and men self-reporting 
‘good’ or ‘very good’ health, by 
age, EU-28, 2017 (%)
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a low income, those living in rural areas, people 
with HIV (Ali and Temmerman, 2013), refugees 
and migrants (WHO, n.d.-b). For example, 28 % 
of women with HIV in 13 Member States  (138) 
reported an unmet family-planning need, com-
pared with the regional average of around 10 % 
(Ali and Temmerman, 2013).

A concerning trend of retrogressive policy and 
legislative proposals has been seen in several 
Member States since 2013, threatening the sex-
ual and reproductive rights of women (Council 
of Europe, 2017b). Although most of these pro-
posals have been unsuccessful so far, some have 
led to reduced access of women to sexual and 
reproductive health services. This is discussed 
in more detail in Section 2.9 of this report.

Improving sexual, reproductive and 
maternal health for women

In Latvia, the Cabinet of Ministers has 
approved the mother and child health 
improvement plan for 2018-2020. The 
plan aims to improve maternal and child 
health through better disease prevention, 
earlier diagnosis and timely treatment 
(UNECE, 2019c). It includes measures to 
support vulnerable women: from 2020 
onwards, women at risk of social exclusion 
will receive state-funded contraception 
services, reaching, for example, women 
with low incomes, inadequate education, 
or physical and mental health problems, 
or who experience sexual and emotional 
violence, among others (Likumi, 2018).

Finland’s action plan (2014-2020) for the 
promotion of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights aims to improve sex-
ual and reproductive health, and reduce 
health and social inequality (Finland, 
National Institute for Health and Welfare, 
2019). It will increase the provision of com-
prehensive sex education, together with 

(138)	Belgium, Czechia, Germany, Greece, Spain, Italy, Latvia, Hungary, Austria, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia and the United Kingdom.

services such as good-quality care for 
newborns. Some cities and municipalities 
in Finland already provide free contracep-
tion to adolescents (UNECE, 2019b). Nota-
bly, the plan accounts for increasing mul-
ticulturalism within the Finnish population 
and the associated new health challenges. 
This includes FGM: the action plan out-
lines the need for training for healthcare 
professionals in municipalities on FGM-re-
lated issues (Finland, National Institute for 
Health and Welfare, 2019). In 2016, how-
ever, the unit responsible for monitoring 
this (the National Institute for Health and 
Welfare’s specialised unit for sexual and 
reproductive health) was closed, highlight-
ing the need for a  system to effectively 
monitor progress in future. The continu-
ity of such activities must also be assured, 
beyond ESF funding.

Plans are under way in Spain to improve 
the provision of sexual and reproductive 
health services. This includes reactivating 
the sexual and reproductive health strat-
egy of the National Health System and 
ensuring close collaboration with the edu-
cation sector to promote sexual health 
among young people. The National Sur-
vey of Sexual Health, last conducted in 
2009, will be carried out again, to collect 
information on different aspects of sex-
ual health in Spain and to identify exist-
ing healthcare needs. Plans are in place 
to develop services for single women and 
lesbian women to access assisted human 
reproduction. Legal reforms have been 
proposed to prevent involuntary sterili-
sation of women and girls with disabili-
ties, with a  parliamentary working group 
established to assess these possible 
reforms and to ensure that the rights of 
all persons with disabilities are respected 
(UNECE, 2019d).

Note: This box is based on reporting to UNECE or EIGE by 
Member States.
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Gender sensitivity of medical research and 
health services is still limited

Medicine and treatment should be appropri-
ate to the needs of both women and men and 
provide an accurate understanding of possible 
risks/side effects. Given this, clinical trials should 
be representative of the expected target popu-
lation (i.e. treatments that are expected to be 
used by both women and men should be tested 
on both women and men). Yet pharmaceuticals 
have been primarily tested on males so far (see 
e.g. Liu and Dipietro Mager, 2016). This means 
that adverse side effects that are more com-
mon in women, or appear only in them, are not 
identified. For example, little research has been 
done on the safety of medications during preg-
nancy (EIWH, 2018).

This has triggered a move towards greater use 
of female subjects within clinical trials (Lee, 
2018) (139). Few data are available on the propor-
tion of female clinical trial subjects compared 
with the proportion of women in the target 
population. For example, between 22  % and 
60  % of European animal immunology studies 
do not report sex (Thibaut, 2017) and only 16 % 
of mental health research published between 
2012 and 2015 stratified analyses by sex (How-
ard et al., 2017). The EMA’s Clinical Trials Infor-
mation System will potentially provide a  rich 
data source on gender equality in clinical trials 
in future, but is not currently available.

There are also some concerns around the gen-
der sensitivity of healthcare and services. For 
example, women’s health services tend to focus 
on their sexual, reproductive and maternal 
health, while other health needs are overlooked, 
particularly in cases of non-communicable dis-
eases. It is also assumed that women experi-
ence non-communicable diseases in the same 
way as men, which can result in misdiagnosis, 
and ineffective and unequal treatment (WHO 
Europe, 2016a, 2016b). Conversely, men’s health 

(139)	For example, in 2014 the US National Institute of Health announced a  requirement that pre-clinical research funded by it must 
consider sex, and, as of 2017, the Canadian Institute of Health Research had multiple sex and gender requirements for health 
research, including a requirement that research applicants incorporate sex and gender into research proposals, research teams 
include a person with expertise in sex and gender, and grant applicants complete sex and gender training (Lee, 2018).

(140)	Eurostat (tps00122).

needs are often presented in terms of non-com-
municable diseases, with little attention to their 
sexual, reproductive, family and mental health 
needs (WHO Europe, 2018).

In this context, it is important to take account of 
gendered patterns in the use of healthcare and 
services. For example, men may find it more 
difficult than women to seek help, because of 
gender norms around recognising and admit-
ting emotional distress (European Commission, 
2011b, p. 303). This has been linked to signifi-
cantly higher suicide rates among men than 
women (Oliffe et al., 2012): in the EU, men are 
almost four times as likely as women to die of 
suicide (around 17 suicides per 100  000 men 
compared with 4.5 for women in 2016) (140). Men 
across Europe also continue to face stereotypi-
cal attitudes that obstruct their access to pre-
vention programmes (European Commission, 
2010a).

Women are under-represented in health 
decision-making

Women constitute the vast majority of the 
health and care workforce across the EU: 70 % 
of health professionals, 80 % of health associate 
professionals and 90  % of personal care work-
ers are women (EIGE, 2018e). Often positions 
in these sectors are low paid; the high propor-
tion of women in these sectors is a  driver of 
the overall gender pay gap in the EU economy 
(European Commission, 2018j)

Yet women continue to be under-represented 
in political health decision-making positions. In 
2018 only 30  % of health ministers in the WHO 
European region were women (WHO, 2018). 
Furthermore, only 23  % of Member States had 
a female chief delegate at the 2015 World Health 
Assembly (ibid.). Women are similarly under-rep-
resented in academic leadership positions in 
healthcare. A  study of the gender balance in 
four Member State academic health centres in 
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2015 found that women accounted for only 31 % 
and 40  % of senior doctors and 19  % and 28  % 
of full professors (Kuhlmann et al., 2017). This is 
despite the fact that improving the participation 
of women in decision-making may help to ensure 
that women’s needs are reflected in health policy 
(WHO Europe, 2016c).

2.4.	� Violence against women (BPfA 
Area D)

2.4.1.	 Setting the scope

Violence against women (VAW) is rooted in the 
unequal balance of power between women 
and men and is both a cause and consequence 
of gender inequality. It is entwined with wider 
social and cultural structures, norms and val-
ues, and is ‘often perpetuated by a  culture of 
denial and silence’ (Council of Europe, 2011). It 
takes many forms, which often overlap, includ-
ing physical, sexual, psychological and economic 
violence, violence within intimate partner rela-
tionships and certain emerging types of cyber-
violence that have grown exponentially with the 
rise of digital technology (European Parliament, 
2016f).

Prevalence rates of violence against women dif-
fer between Member States, although low rates 
in some countries may at least partly result from 
high levels of under-reporting and the lack of 
comprehensive criminal definitions to encompass 
the reality of repeat victimisation experienced by 
women (FRA, 2014b). Available data suggest that, 
overall, gender-based violence  (141) is widespread 
in the EU, with one in three women having expe-
rienced physical and/or sexual violence, and one 
in two women having experienced sexual harass-
ment (ibid.). Women and girls also account for the 
vast majority of victims of trafficking in human 
beings (European Commission, 2018d, 2018h, 
2018p). Certain life circumstances (e.g. living with 
a disability, being a refugee or asylum seeker, or 
being economically dependent on a partner) can 

(141)	‘Gender-based violence’ and ‘violence against women’ are used interchangeably, as it has been widely acknowledged that most 
gender-based violence is inflicted on women and girls, by men. However, using the ‘gender-based’ aspect is important, as it high-
lights the fact that many forms of violence against women are rooted in power inequalities between women and men.

increase women’s vulnerability to various forms 
of gender-based violence, and women in such sit-
uations may also face barriers and discrimination 
when accessing necessary support and protec-
tion services (European Parliament, 2016f). The 
recent #MeToo movement has highlighted the 
pervasiveness of sexual violence and harassment 
experienced by women from a  cross-section of 
society and across multiple environments (Euro-
pean Parliament, 2018g).

The EU faces several challenges in eliminating all 
forms of violence against women.

�� Enhancing the implementation of legisla-
tion and targeted (evidence-based) policies. 
There is no legislation in place at EU level 
that comprehensively addresses VAW (Euro-
pean Parliament, 2018k). However, the ratifi-
cation of the Istanbul Convention by the EU 
would be decisive in addressing this situa-
tion (European Parliament, 2017h). Although 
most Member States have criminalised some 
forms of VAW, important differences remain 
in definitions of violence, with only some 
countries having a  specific criminal offence 
that addresses violence in intimate relation-
ships (EIGE, 2019d).

�� Advancing data collection on VAW. There is 
a  clear need for improvement and harmo-
nisation of data collection practices on VAW 
across all Member States. This is fundamen-
tal for developing and monitoring targeted 
policies and actions to combat gender-based 
violence. Common standards of data collec-
tion will make better and more comparable 
data possible, both at Member State level 
and EU-wide (EIGE, 2019d).

�� Applying the due diligence standards to pre-
vent and respond to VAW. Due diligence obli-
gations set out within European and interna-
tional legal documents for preventing violence 
against women require the implementation 
of awareness-raising campaigns and provi-
sion of specialised training for certain profes-
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In Estonia, a pilot project was implemented 
in 2018 in the city of Pärnu to ensure 
better protection of victims of domestic 
violence by enhanced cooperation and 
improved everyday practices of the police, 
law enforcement, social and child protec-
tion, women’s shelters and other relevant 
bodies. The aim was to provide a  coordi-
nated and integrated response to domes-
tic violence by focusing on both victims 
and perpetrators and to ensure victims’ 
security and empowerment, rapid inter-
vention and case management, and effec-
tive needs-based social and psychological 
support.

Based on the analysis of the results of the 
project, proposals were made for changes 
in the organisation, resources and leg-
islation regarding law enforcement and 
social affairs, local government and victim 
support organisations that were agreed 
by the government. From 2019, the new 
intervention approach will be spread sys-
tematically all over Estonia.

A key feature of the piloted intervention 
logic is the removal of the alleged perpe-
trator from a particular address and denial 
of their access to that address for a period 
of time. This enables victims to remain in 
their own homes, provided it is consid-
ered safe to do so. It makes it possible 
to provide immediate emergency protec-
tion. The piloted approach also provides 
victims with immediate crisis counselling 
from the national victim support system 
and women’s shelters. So far, the imple-
mentation of this approach has resulted 
in a visible increase in the number of crim-
inal investigations initiated.

Note: This box is based on reporting to UNECE or EIGE by 
Member States.

A comprehensive measurement framework 
on violence against women is needed for 
monitoring purposes

There is a significant lack of comprehensive data 
on VAW. Only 33 % of women who are physically 
or sexually abused by their partners contact the 

authorities and only 20  % of women indicate 
that the most serious incident of violence by 
a  partner was brought to the attention of the 
police (FRA, 2014b). Along with under-reporting, 
data recorded by authorities under-estimate the 
scale of the phenomenon, as some forms of vio-
lence are not considered crimes in all Member 
States and complaints are not systematically 
recorded (EIGE, 2019d). Data-recording systems 
within Member States are rarely operated by 
specialists in intimate partner violence, so inci-
dents are not always categorised and recorded 
comparably (EIGE, 2019d).

Services and protection mechanisms do not 
always meet the relevant legal standards

Protection and support services, such as coun-
selling and shelters for victims and their chil-
dren, are fundamental in helping women to 
leave abusive relationships and avoid repeat 
victimisation (EIGE, 2012b; Htun and Weldon, 
2012). To ensure that victims of gender-based 
violence receive the protection and support 
services they need, adequate numbers of spe-
cialised women’s support services (helplines, 
shelters and advice centres) are required. As yet 
there is no clear overview of available support 
and treatment services for victims of violence in 
the EU. Currently, only Women Against Violence 
Europe (WAVE) collects data and reports on the 
availability of such services in the EU.

Providing additional support services 
to victims of gender-based violence

Since the adoption of the Greek national 
programme on preventing and combating 
violence against women in 2010, a network 
of 62 structures was established to support 
women who are victims of gender-based 
violence. The network includes a 24/7 bilin-
gual SOS helpline (15900), 40 counselling 
centres and 21 shelters all over Greece. It 
provides a range of free services including 
psychosocial support, legal counselling, 
emergency accommodation and others.

Since 2016 the target group of this network 
has been expanded to include, besides 
women who are victims of gender-based 
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Table 2: �Overview of support services and protection mechanisms for victims of violence 
against women

Type of support
Minimum levels of 

support as outlined 
in the Istanbul 

Convention
EU-wide situation and trends

Telephone helplines/
hotlines (150)

Availability of at least one 
24-hour, free-of-charge 
hotline, available in different 
languages.

In 2012, 17 Member States provided a  national women’s helpline/
hotline, with only nine operating on a 24/7 basis and 12 being free of 
charge (EIGE, 2015a). In 2016, 20 Member States provided a national 
women’s hotline, with 15 operating on a 24/7 basis and 18 being free 
of charge (WAVE, 2017b). In 2016, only 14 national women’s helplines 
fulfilled all the criteria of the Istanbul Convention (WAVE, 2017b).

Specialist support 
services for 
victims (151)

Provide or arrange for 
immediate, short- and long-
term specialist support 
services to any victim 
subjected to any act of 
violence in the convention.

In 2012, many Member States did not indicate the exact number of 
women’s centres and services they provided (EIGE, 2012b). In 2016, 
there were 3  267 women’s centres offering various types of services 
to women victims of gender-based violence (based on data available 
form 23 out of 28 Member States). The number and types of centres 
varied greatly between countries (WAVE, 2017b).

Accommodation in 
specialised women’s 
shelters (152)

Safe accommodation in 
specialised women’s shelters, 
available in every region, with 
one family place per 10  000 
head of population. However, 
the number of shelter places 
should depend on the need.

In 2013, there were 1  453 women’s shelters across the EU-28 with 
approximately 23  800 beds. In 2016, there were 1  587 women’s 
shelters, with around 20 500 beds available in 26 out of 28 EU Member 
States (WAVE, 2017a). Based on this estimate, the EU provided about 
a half of the beds needed in women’s shelters in 2016.

Note: The above table is mostly based on concepts and data collections used by WAVE in its 2016 data collection, which was published 
in 2017 reports. WAVE uses specific methodology to collect data on specialist support services and women’s shelters, which is meant 
to ensure comparability of the data collected across EU Member States but does not always match statistics from official national 
sources (e.g. because of differences in concepts and definitions, but also other factors). Taking this into consideration, this report 
presents figures from the WAVE reports only at EU level, as these provide the only estimate available at EU level in this area.

(150)	According to WAVE (2017b, page 7), ‘a helpline qualifies as a national women’s helpline if it is a  service provided specifically for 
women and if it only, or predominantly, serves women survivors of violence. A women’s helpline should operate 24/7, should be 
free of charge and should serve survivors of all forms of violence against women. It should operate nationally and provide ade-
quate support to women from all regions; this means the staff must be properly trained, have effective communication skills and 
be knowledgeable about regional situations and all relevant provisions.’

(151)	WAVE covers specialist support to victims under the term ‘women’s centre’. According to WAVE (2017b, page 10), this term ‘includes 
all women’s services providing non-residential specialist support to victims, serving only or predominantly women survivors of 
violence and their children. The following services are subsumed under the term: women’s counselling and women crises cen-
tres, supporting women survivors of all forms of gender-based violence; services focussing on the support of survivors of sexual 
violence such as rape crisis, sexual assault centres and centres for girls who experienced sexual violence; regional crises centres 
on domestic violence; pro-active intervention centres serving victims as a follow-up to police interventions; specialist services for 
black, minority ethnic women, migrant and refugee women victims of violence; outreach services; services providing independent 
domestic or sexual violence advisors, and other newer types of services.’ 

(152)	According to WAVE (2017b, page 9), ‘A women’s shelter is a specialist service for women survivors of violence and their children, if 
any, providing safe accommodation and empowering support, based on a gendered understanding of violence and focusing on 
the human rights and safety of victims.’
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Improving safe use of the internet 
and tackling cyberviolence

As part of its project on domestic and 
gender-based violence  (158), Czechia 
undertook a  number of analyses (EEA 
Grants, n.d.). An analysis of gender-based 
cyberviolence in Czechia provided rec-
ommendations to the public sector for 
decreasing its prevalence, including 
increasing awareness of the issue, imple-
menting training seminars for profes-
sionals working with cases of cybervio-
lence, and adopting a dedicated strategy 
to tackle the issue. Czechia’s prevention 
of violence action plan 2019-2022 will aim 
to address some of these recommenda-
tions, through initiatives such as a  cam-
paign to raise young people’s awareness 
of cyberviolence and a national strategy 
to combat cyberviolence.

In Slovenia, a  survey was conducted in 
2018 on the prevalence and identifica-
tion of cyberharassment among young 
people (school children). The survey 
showed that boys are the most common 
cyberharassers; that boys are most likely 
subjected to cyberharassment by per-
sons from their school, whereas girls are 
harassed by persons outside the school 
facilities; and that boys are likely to per-
ceive cyberharassment less seriously 
and to not respond to it, whereas girls 
are more likely to experience serious 
consequences of cyberharassment, such 
as helplessness, depression, stress and 
fear. Furthermore, training courses for 
the police, justice, schools, social work-
ers and NGOs were organised. A  broad 
media campaign was launched in 2019 
focusing on raising awareness of vari-
ous forms of cyberviolence, in particular 
those that frequently affect women and 
girls.

Note: This box is based on reporting to UNECE or EIGE by 
Member States.

(158)	The project is entitled ‘Prevention of domestic and gender-based violence / implementation of gender mainstreaming and the 
support of work–life balance’. 

Women and girls continue to be the vast 
majority of victims of trafficking in human 
beings

Trafficking in human beings is a  grave human 
rights violation and a  serious crime, which the 
EU recognises as a form of VAW when commit-
ted against women. Women and girls account 
for more than two thirds of victims. They are 
overwhelmingly trafficked for sexual exploita-
tion, but also for labour exploitation, forced 
begging, sham marriages and more. Victims 
are trafficked within the borders of their own EU 
Member State, within the EU or to the EU (Euro-
pean Commission, 2018d, 2018h, 2018p).

Perpetrators along the whole trafficking chain 
take advantage of all structural and contex-
tual vulnerabilities, targeting women and girls, 
the Roma community and people with disabil-
ities. Trafficking remains a  crime driven by the 
demand for services exacted from the victims 
and by high financial profits. Europol estimated 
that globally the annual profit from all forms 
of trafficking-related exploitation amounts to 
EUR 29.4 billion, with EUR 25.8 billion being esti-
mated as the global annual profits from traffick-
ing-related sexual exploitation (Europol, 2015). 
Europol has also reported that based on opera-
tional intelligence ‘prostitution of minors can be 
very profitable, as clients are generally prone 
to pay more to have sex with a  child’ (Europol, 
2018, page 30).

Although criminal networks have taken advan-
tage of the migration challenges, targeting 
overwhelmingly women and girls, trafficking 
is not a  migration-related phenomenon per 
se, nor does it require the crossing of borders 
(European Commission, 2018d, 2018p). In fact, 
around half of the victims registered in the EU 
are EU nationals (European Commission, 2018h). 
Girls are the majority of all registered child vic-
tims, mainly EU nationals, and trafficked for sex-
ual exploitation.

Sectors where trafficking for sexual exploitation 
has been reported include the sex and enter-
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actors for peace, as well as addressing the neg-
ative impacts of armed conflict on women, such 
as conflict-related sexual violence and forced 
displacement. These themes were thereafter 
incorporated as a  basis of UN Security Coun-
cil resolutions (UNSCRs) on women, peace and 
security (WPS) (particularly UNSCR  1325 and 
UNSCR  1820) (United Nations Security Coun-
cil, 2000, 2008), which have come to constitute 
the main framework for the EU and its Member 
States when addressing Area E of the BPfA.

A number of challenges persist in the EU.

�� Recognising women’s agency and ensur-
ing women’s meaningful participation in 
peace negotiations and other conflict reso-
lution activities, such as Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP)  (161) missions and 
operations. Effectively supporting women’s 
participation requires encouraging women’s 
contributions at all levels in different conflict 
areas. While women forcefully contribute to 
peacebuilding at local levels (Cardona et al., 
2012; Gizelis, 2011), their access to formal, 
high-level peace processes remains dispro-
portionately low.

�� Developing and institutionalising effective 
means to tackle violence, including sexual 
violence, in conflict and fragile contexts in 
a  gender-aware manner. Efforts to address 
and prevent these forms of violence have 
regained attention recently and include 
a  focus on violent extremism, terrorism 
and migration (particularly as this relates to 
issues of trafficking for sexual purposes). It is 
key that VAW is tackled effectively, but with-
out perpetuating the portrayal of women as 
solely victims. Such an image can undermine 
women’s potential in building and maintain-
ing peace (Cohn et al., 2004; Krause et al., 
2018; Martinelli, 2015).

�� Consulting asylum-seeking and displaced 
women, and providing them with interna-

(161)	The CSDP plays a  vital role in the EU’s comprehensive approach to crisis management, through the deployment of civilian and 
military assets.

(162)	Under strategic objective E5, this includes vocational and professional training, language training and other types.
(163)	This has since been replaced by the strategic approach.

tional protection, assistance and training (162). 
Displacement is a  clear consequence of 
armed conflict, in which women experience 
gendered challenges such as stress and 
trauma, health complications (particularly 
for pregnant women), injury, and the risk of 
exploitation and gender-based violence. In 
2014 it was estimated that at least one in 
five refugees or displaced women had expe-
rienced some form of sexual violence (Vu 
et al., 2014). Women also typically take on 
caring roles for children and older relatives, 
which increases their need for support and 
protection (UN Women, 2015).

�� Continuing to move from words to action. To 
date, overcoming a  lack of political will has 
presented a key challenge. Political pressure 
is needed to ensure the mainstreaming of 
a gender perspective within the security and 
defence agenda, along with sufficient capac-
ity among practitioners to address such 
issues (Olsson and Gizelis, 2014). The intro-
duction of recent targets, such as the goal to 
include gender mainstreaming within 85  % 
of all new EU initiatives by 2020 under the 
second gender action plan, suggests some 
progress in overcoming this challenge (Euro-
pean Commission, 2015d). However, this 
needs to be maintained.

�� Lack of good-quality and comprehensive 
EU-wide monitoring data. Although a  set of 
indicators has been developed progressively 
in the context of the EU’s comprehensive 
approach  (163) to monitor UNSCR  1325 and 
UNSCR  1820 on WPS (Council of the Euro-
pean Union, 2017f), the issues being meas-
ured are complex and difficult to define or 
monitor, and the data remain incomplete. 
The EU has highlighted the need for more 
sex-disaggregated data, alongside improved 
gender expertise, leadership and resources 
(Council of the European Union, 2017f). The 
Council of the EU has also called for the con-
solidation of monitoring efforts and indica-
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tives totalled 50.5  % in 2018, compared with 
50.1  % in 2017 and 43.8  % in 2016 (European 
Commission, 2019d). In addition, the Commis-
sion allocated EUR  419  million to actions sup-
porting gender equality and women’s empow-
erment, representing a significant increase since 
2015 (when EUR  188  million was committed for 
these purposes).

However, little progress has been made to date 
in incorporating a  gender perspective into EU 
dialogues with partners, and there is ‘much to 
be done’ to ensure the mainstreaming of gen-
der into the entire planning process (Council of 
the European Union, 2017d, page  4). EU action 
has also been criticised for insufficient attention 
to negative gender stereotyping, having focused 
primarily on women as victims of conflict-related 
sexual violence (Martinelli, 2015; Muehlenhoff, 
2017). Another critique is that the EU excessively 
focuses on women as individuals and does not 
sufficiently appreciate the broader social struc-
tures that constrain them in the context of 
armed conflict (174) (Muehlenhoff, 2017). The new 
strategic approach to WPS plans to address such 
gaps by, for instance, taking into consideration 
how discriminatory social structures may prevent 
women from meaningful engagement (Council of 
the European Union, 2018).

2.5.3.	 Key challenges and trends in the EU

Women’s representation falls short in the 
EU’s security and defence sector

The diplomatic sector plays a  central role in 
conflict resolution and ensuring future peace. 
The full involvement of women in diplomatic 
processes is necessary to ensure that the differ-
ent gender perspectives are taken into account 
throughout all phases of resolution. The value of 
ensuring women’s participation in peace nego-
tiations is supported by a  recent study, which 
found a correlation between peace agreements 
signed by women and durable peace follow-
ing civil war (Krause et al., 2018). Furthermore, 
the involvement of women’s groups may help 
to push forward the negotiation process when 

(174)	And, more broadly, in relation to participation in peacebuilding or diplomacy.

momentum is lost (O’Reilly et al., 2015). To sup-
port women’s inclusion with credibility, the EU 
and its Member States need to ensure that 
their own security and defence institutions and 
forums practise what they preach, with bal-
anced representation of the genders. However, 
existing data, while still limited, underline that 
the EU still fall far short in all personnel cate-
gories.

The latest report monitoring EU’s implementa-
tion of the WPS agenda (Council of the European 
Union, 2017f), shows that, between 2013 and 
2015, women headed 22  % of Member States’ 
diplomatic missions. This proportion is almost 
unchanged compared with 2010-2012 (21  %) 
but is slightly higher than in 2008-2010 (18  %). 
Despite this slow overall progress, countries with 
specific plans to reduce gender gaps have seen 
notable improvements in their gender balance 
across their diplomatic services. In Finland, for 
instance, women accounted for almost a half of 
heads of missions and two thirds of staff newly 
recruited to the diplomatic services, increasing 
their overall representation to around a  half 
(Council of the European Union, 2017f).

In the EEAS, the EU’s diplomatic service, women 
held 28  % of management positions in 2019, 
and one in four delegations were led by women. 
Although women continue to be under-repre-
sented in this area, it is nevertheless an increase 
compared with 2013, when women accounted 
for 21  % of management positions and 19  % 
of heads of delegations (European Parliament, 
2019d). The EEAS points to the lack of female 
applicants (just 21 % of all applications in 2017) 
as the main reason for low female representa-
tion among heads of delegations (Council of the 
European Union, 2017f).

There are some signs of improvement in civilian 
CSDP missions and operations. Five of the ten 
civilian missions active in 2016 were headed by 
women, and the proportion of women deployed 
in civilian missions and operations rose from 
20  % to just over 29  % between 2007 and 
2016 (European Parliament, 2017l). However, 
there are no detailed data on the proportion of 
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women deployed in military or police CSDP mis-
sions since 2015.

These efforts of the EU and Member States need 
to work in tandem with efforts for local women’s 
participation. Notably, at the Member State level, 
specific actions have been taken to empower 
and support women to participate in peace-
building and peacekeeping processes. Germany 
launched its second UNSCR 1325 national action 
plan for the period 2017-2020, updating the pro-
visions of the first national action plan (2013-
2016). The ultimate goals of the current plan are 
to strengthen the WPS agenda at the national, 
regional and international levels, and to prevent 
crisis and armed conflict. To realise these goals, 
the plan encourages the systematic integration 
of a gender perspective in all phases of conflict 
(prevention, resolution, stabilisation, peacebuild-
ing, reconstruction and rehabilitation). In Swe-
den, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs developed 
a  national action plan that included a  policy to 
empower women and girls to participate in con-
flict prevention (Swedish Foreign Service, 2018). 
In Cyprus, a  technical committee on gender 
equality (established in 2016) has been recog-
nised by the UN Secretary-General as a positive 
development to improve the level of women’s 
participation within peacebuilding negotiations 
(CEDAW, 2017a). Member States have also funded 
programmes that support women’s involvement 
in peacebuilding. For example, in Scotland (UK), 
the Women in Conflict Fellowship (funded by the 
Scottish Government) has been renewed every 
year since 2015 (CEDAW, 2017b). The initiative was 
established to train women from areas of conflict 
around the world for them to play an integral 
role in the peace processes. It is expected that 
this programme will support at least 250 women 
by 2021 (Scottish Government, 2017).

Rise in the number of asylum seekers high-
lighted the need for protection and inte-
gration of refugees

The recent increase in the number of asylum 
seekers in Europe saw asylum applications in 

(175)	The proportion of women ranged from 27.8 % in 2015 to 35.8 % in 2018. 

EU countries reach a peak of 1.3 million in 2015. 
Although this number halved in 2018, it is still 
significantly higher than in 2013 (see Figure 15). 
The reduction in the numbers of asylum seek-
ers since 2015 can be explained by additional 
border control measures implemented by the 
EU (European Council, 2018b). Around 40  % of 
the applications made between 2013 and 2018 
came from displaced citizens of Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Syria, all countries affected by conflict. 
In general, most asylum applications are from 
men (175).

Although more than half of asylum applications 
have gone to several larger Member States (Ger-
many, France, Italy and Spain), there are signifi-
cant differences between countries in terms of 
applications per capita of population, as well as 
the gender balance among applicants (see Fig-
ure 16). Notably, smaller island countries (Cyprus 
and Malta), as well as Greece and Luxembourg, 
had proportionately much higher rates of appli-
cations, while applications were much less fre-
quent in the eastern European Member States.

The proportion of female applicants also var-
ies by age, with more women in the youngest 

Figure 15: �Asylum applications, EU-28
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Policies and developments in the 12 critical areas of concern in the EU since 2013

European Institute for Gender Equality80

and oldest age groups (176). For receiving coun-
tries, the combination of the age and gender 
of applicants requires different considerations 
when it comes to providing protection and 
assistance. It is crucial that national asylum 
procedures be sensitive and respond to such 
differences.

For example, women may face gendered chal-
lenges in accessing asylum, including difficulties 
with travelling (for financial or cultural reasons), 
lack of awareness of their rights, greater diffi-
culties in establishing the harm they have expe-
rienced (e.g. when this took place in the private 
sphere), the presence of family members dur-
ing the asylum process, and trauma or shame 
(European Parliament Think Tank, 2016). Women 
and girls on the move are also at serious risk 
of being subjected to gender-based and sexual 
violence throughout their journeys (see Sec-
tions 2.4 and 2.12 for detail).

Individuals who receive refugee status are enti-
tled to be reunited with their partners and chil-
dren, but their partners (most often women) 
may lack entitlement to important integration 
measures, such as language and employment 
support. This can result in some older individ-

(176)	In 2018, women represented 45 % of applicants aged under 18 and almost 60 % of those aged over 65, but just 28.6 % of the 18-34 
age group and 40 % of those aged 35-64. 

uals remaining ‘in limbo, far from their family 
for prolonged periods of time’, as occurred in 
Greece (Human Rights Watch, 2017). Older peo-
ple may also face additional barriers in access-
ing asylum processes, such as higher levels 
of psychological distress and physical health 
issues (ibid.).

At national level, positive and negative exam-
ples were found of identifying and supporting 
vulnerable asylum seekers, and of the integra-
tion of gender considerations within asylum 
processes. The following are of concern.

�� In Hungary, the recent rise in asylum appli-
cations in the EU has been used as a means 
to declare a  ‘crisis situation due to mass 
immigration’ that justified the undermining 
of the reception of asylum seekers and the 
integration of recognised refugees, in blatant 
violation of international human rights obliga-
tions. Because of this, the Council of Europe’s 
commissioner for human rights, Dunja Mija-
tović, has recently urged the Hungarian gov-
ernment to ‘refrain from using anti-migrant 
rhetoric and continuous campaigns which 
fan xenophobic attitudes’ (Council of Europe, 
2019b).

Figure 16: �Asylum applications per 10 000 population by gender of applicant, EU-28, 2018
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Incomplete information on gender-sen-
sitive training in common security and 
defence policy missions and operations

The provision of appropriate gender-sensitive 
training and the use of gender advisors are key 
tools in developing the capacity and expertise to 
ensure that gender is integrated in dealing with 
armed conflict, and mainstreamed throughout 
security and defence activities.

The most recent data collected to monitor the 
comprehensive approach to the EU’s implementa-
tion of the UNSCRs on WPS (Council of the Euro-
pean Union, 2008) show, despite some serious 
data limitations, that over 90 % of staff deployed 
to UN or EU CSDP missions by Member States 
receive gender-related training. Member States 
organise, on average, 30 training activities on 
gender and WPS each year (Council of the Euro-
pean Union, 2017f).

In March 2017, all CSDP civilian missions had full-
time gender advisors (44 %), gender advisors who 
also performed other roles (33  %) or a  gender 
focal point (22  %), while all CSDP military opera-
tions had either gender advisors who also per-
formed other roles (50 %) or a gender focal point 
(50  %) (Council of the European Union, 2017f). 
NATO (2016) also reports that, in 2015, 74  % of 
its member countries had trained gender advi-
sors and 42.3 % had gender focal points, and that 
these figures are rising year on year.

Overall, the data suggest that gender-sensitive 
training and gender advisors are reasonably 
widespread among missions, although means of 
evaluation of their impact remains lacking (Olsson 
and Sundstrom, 2013).

This development should also be seen in the con-
text of most defence forces having introduced 
an integrated gender-mainstreaming approach 
to their training activities and operations. For 

(178)	In 2014, 22 of the 28 NATO member countries were EU Member States: Belgium, Bulgaria, Czechia, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, 
Greece, Spain, France, Croatia, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Hungary, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, 
Slovakia and the United Kingdom.

(179)	The restrictions remaining in 2014 were mostly related to working on submarines or similar craft where the design of the craft and 
equipment limited the possibilities of accommodating both sexes (in France, Greece, Italy and the Netherlands). Restrictions in the 
United Kingdom and the United States related to combat roles.

(180)	Excluding non-EU members gives a similar average, 10.8 %.

example, NATO (2016) reports that 96 % of mem-
ber nations include gender perspective in their 
pre-deployment training and exercises, and 78 % 
in their operational planning. Both figures are 
said to represent an improvement compared with 
2015. However, there is no means of assessing 
either the quality of the training (content, dura-
tion, etc.) or its implementation in practice.

Armed forces are opening up to women, 
but recruitment is slow

Although the focus of the WPS agenda is on dis-
armament and preventing conflict and war, the 
armed forces still have a substantial role to play in 
maintaining security and peace and in resolving 
armed conflicts. Although genders should have 
equal input, women’s participation may present 
challenges within a  culture that is built around 
masculine traits (see King, 2015; Wibben, 2018).

Historically, women have been restricted from 
accessing parts of the military, particularly close 
combat roles (involving direct engagement and 
exposure to enemy forces) (Cawkill et al., 2009). In 
most Member States, however, that is no longer 
the case. In the absence of EU data, NATO can 
provide insights. In 2014, 7 of the (then) 28 NATO 
member countries  (178) still had some form of 
restriction governing the access of women to the 
armed forces, but by 2016 that number had fallen 
to one (Turkey), with France, Greece, Italy, Hun-
gary, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom 
all removing their previous restrictions (NATO, 
2016) (179).

Although the armed forces are now (more 
or less) fully open to women, in 2016 women 
accounted for just over 1 in 10 (10.9  %) of the 
members of the armed forces in NATO mem-
ber countries  (180), marginally more than in 
2013 (10.5  %). Women were least well repre-
sented among the highest ranked officers in 
NATO member countries and best represented 
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Many of the obstacles to women’s participation 
in the labour market originate from the unequal 
distribution of care and other responsibilities 
within the household (European Commission, 
2018a). The disproportionate amount of time 
spent on caring activities makes it difficult for 
women to achieve a  good work–life balance, 
especially since access, affordability, availability 
and quality of care in the EU still present particu-
lar challenges (European Commission, 2018a). 
The design of tax and benefit systems has also 
been identified as weakening the incentive for 
a  second earner to enter or stay in the labour 
market (European Parliament, 2017b; Thévenon, 
2013). While working flexibly can help balance 
work with caring activities to some extent, it can 
also reinforce the traditional division of caring 
responsibilities within the family (Chung and 
Van der Lippe, 2018).

Finally, technological advancements and dig-
italisation are transforming the world of work, 
which presents both challenges and opportuni-
ties for women. On the one hand, women are 
more likely to hold jobs at risk of future auto-
mation (Zitmane, 2017). On the other hand, 
the vast under-representation of women in the 
ICT professions is a  waste of highly qualified 
human resources and talent. The same applies 
to the disproportionately low percentage of 
women among entrepreneurs. If these human 
resources remain untapped, it may threaten the 
EU’s innovative and economic potential in the 
future (EIGE, 2018f).

Overall, there is a broad range of EU-wide data 
to cover the challenges described above, focus-
ing particularly on labour market outcomes 
(e.g. gender employment or pay gaps). How-
ever, data on the underlying causes of gender 
inequalities in the labour market are less com-
prehensive. For example, EU-wide data on the 
take-up of different types of care related leave 
are limited and not comparable between coun-
tries (see, for example, Eurofound, 2019, on 
the take-up of parental and paternity leave by 
fathers). Similarly, the availability of comparable 
data on different causes of the gender pay gap 
in different EU Member States remains an issue; 

(186)	Czechia, Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Spain, Italy, Austria, Poland, Romania and Slovakia.

comparable data are available for some poten-
tial causes (e.g. labour market segregation) but 
not others (e.g. career breaks) (European Com-
mission, 2018j).

2.6.2.	 EU policy developments

The Europe 2020 strategy provides a multi-year 
plan for the EU economy. Within this agenda, 
the European Semester process aims to coordi-
nate the economic and social policies of Mem-
ber States in order to address the challenges 
faced by the EU and individual Member States. 
It is worth mentioning that its headline target 
of 75 % of people aged 20-64 being in work by 
2020 does not distinguish between women and 
men, even though the strategy acknowledges 
the need of greater involvement of women to 
meet this target.

The European Semester has tackled women’s 
employment by issuing country-specific recom-
mendations (CSRs). In 2017, a  CSR on female 
labour market participation was addressed to 
10 Member States  (186). It related in particular 
to ensuring the availability of high-quality child-
care facilities, facilitating the take-up of work for 
second earners and reducing the gender pay 
gap (European Commission, 2018a).

In the aftermath of the financial crisis, the EU has 
focused on creating a more social Europe (Euro-
pean Commission, 2016m), marked by the intro-
duction of the European Pillar of Social Rights 
in 2017. One of the 20 principles enshrined in 
the pillar is to ensure equal opportunities for 
women and men in all areas, including labour 
market participation, terms and conditions of 
employment, career progression and equal pay 
for work of equal value (European Commission, 
2017e).

Since 2013, the EU has bolstered initiatives to 
tackle the gender pay gap. The 2014 Pay Trans-
parency Recommendation (European Com-
mission, 2014k) provided guidance to Member 
States on how to apply the principle of equal 
pay and achieve greater transparency to tackle 
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grounds’ (2019-2022) aims to increase the 
employment and expertise of highly edu-
cated women with a  migrant background 
(UNECE, 2019b). The project is funded by the 
ESF and led by Finland’s National Institute 
for Health and Welfare, in partnership with 
the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health.

Finland has also made efforts to support 
lone mothers by extending their paren-
tal allowance period by an additional 54 
working days since 2019. This is availa-
ble in cases where no parent is entitled 
to paternity allowance, as well as for sole 
adoptive mothers. This ensures that lone 
mothers are entitled to the same period 
of parental allowance as families with two 
parents, or lone fathers.

In Spain, targeted initiatives have been 
implemented at local level to improve the 
employment and empowerment of women 
with disabilities. For instance, the women’s 
institutes of the autonomous communities 
in Aragon and Extremadura promote the 
adoption of equality plans by companies 
with fewer than 250 workers, as well as 
encouraging administrations to expand the 
quotas established in public employment 
offers aimed at women with disabilities. 
Alongside this, information is provided on 

job offers and courses available to improve 
a  person’s employability. For example, 
‘Empowerment of women in action’ pro-
vides women with disabilities with tools and 
guidance to enter the labour market, as well 
as providing advice and training for profes-
sionals to raise awareness of the social and 
cultural conditions and needs of women 
with disabilities (UNECE, 2019d).

Note: This box is based on reporting to UNECE or EIGE by 
Member States.

Women continue to work in more flexible 
(and precarious) jobs

Women continue to be disproportionately rep-
resented in non-standard forms of work, which 
is concerning given the rise of flexible and inse-
cure forms of work during the financial crisis 
(Rubery, 2015). In 2017, working women were 
slightly more likely to be employed on a tempo-
rary contract (12.4 % versus 10.5 % of men) and 
considerably more likely to be employed part-
time (31.1 % versus 8.2 %) (Figure 19).

Although this often provides much-needed flex-
ibility, it is also linked to lower pay, weaker legal 
protection and difficulties in access to social 
protection. Indeed, female employees are much 
more likely than men to hold precarious jobs 
(26.5  % versus 15.1  % for men in 2014) charac-

Figure 19: �Proportion of workers in temporary, part-time or self-employment by gender (% of 
employment by gender), persons aged 20-64, EU-28, 2017
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�� The European Commission’s research (Euro-
pean Commission, 2018a) suggests that just 
over a quarter of the gender pay gap is due 
to segregation in the labour market and 
the fact that women are more likely to be 
employed in low-paid sectors and occupa-
tions (199).

The progress in eliminating the gender pay 
gap is slow

In 2017, the average gross hourly earnings of 
women employees in the EU were 16  % lower 
than men’s  (200), with little change since 2013 
(see Figure 20). This gap is lower when people 
start work, but increases ‘along the career path 
and alongside increasing family demands’ (EIGE, 
2019c, page 26). It varied considerably between 
different sectors and occupations, but women 
tended to earn less in almost all of them.

This is despite considerable EU attention to pay 
inequalities (see Section  2.6.2) and a  variety of 
measures adopted to address the gap in some 

(199)	Using data for 2014, 4.2 p.p. of the 16 % wage gap was associated with sectoral segregation.
(200)	The unadjusted gender pay gap is defined as the difference between the average gross hourly earnings of men and women 

expressed as a percentage of the average gross hourly earnings of men.
(201)	In Spain, several measures have been adopted in this regard through the recent approval of Royal Decree-Law 6/2019 of 1 March 

on urgent measures to guarantee equal treatment and opportunities for women and men in employment and occupation, includ-
ing a definition of work of equal value.

Member States, such as clear definitions of 
‘equal pay for equal work’ (particularly advanced 
in Ireland, Spain (201), the Netherlands and Swe-
den), a  range of pay transparency measures 
(most comprehensive in Sweden) and an obli-
gation for social partners to address equal pay 
in collective bargaining (legally established in 
Belgium, Germany, France, Finland and Sweden) 
(EIGE, 2019c).

The pay gap stems from a  combination of fac-
tors, including occupational and sectoral seg-
regation, part-time or temporary work, gender 
stereotypes and norms, difficulties in reconcil-
ing work and private life, discrimination, opaque 
wage structures and undervaluing of women’s 
work and skills (European Commission, 2009, 
2018a, 2018j). Trends towards greater inequal-
ity in wage structures, more individualised 
pay determination and more variable working 
hours in higher-level jobs have also been linked 
to increases in the gender pay gap, offsetting 
to some extent the more beneficial effects of 
women’s rising educational attainment and 

Figure 20: �Unadjusted gender pay gap in average gross hourly earnings, 2013 and 2017
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ing households (31 %) reported some difficulty 
in affording childcare services  (213). Among par-
ents who said that the available services do not 
meet their needs, 50.2  % cited affordability as 
the main reason, far more than cited issues 
such as distance (4.7  %), quality (2.2  %), a  lack 
of available spaces (12.1 %) or a  lack of suitable 
opening hours (7.8 %).

Finally, the ways in which Member States pro-
vide long-term care vary greatly. Commonalities 
include the centrality of the family as an insti-
tution and the main provider of unpaid care, 
the increasing need for provision of formal care 
and services, the over-representation of women 
among the carers and the fact that a large part 
of this type of work is unregulated (European 
Parliament, 2016b).

Flexible working arrangements can rein-
force traditional gender division of unpaid 
work

Flexible working arrangements can play an 
important role in helping to improve work–life 
balance (EIGE, 2016d). They are known to mit-

(213)	Eurostat, EU-SILC ad hoc module on access to services (ilc_ats03). The levels of use are based on use of formal childcare that 
excludes education provision, which is included in Figure 22.

igate the negative impact of care responsibili-
ties on employment, notably among women. In 
principle, they allow mothers to maintain their 
working hours after childbirth (Chung and Van 
der Horst, 2018) and to remain in human-capi-
tal-intensive jobs in times of high family demand.

However, some recent research from Germany 
(Lott and Eulgem, 2019) shows that flexible 
working arrangements make little difference 
to men’s contribution to childcare. In fact men 
working flexibly spend less time on childcare 
than those doing office hours, whereas home 
workers spend the same amount of time on 
childcare as office-based colleagues. Both 
women and men interviewed for the study 
report that flexible working leaves them with 
less free time than working conventional hours.

This links to the fact that men use, and are 
expected to use, flexible working for perfor-
mance-enhancing purposes. They often increase 
their work intensity/working hours and receive 
additional rewards through income premiums 
(Lott and Chung, 2016). The increased workload 
can then increase their work–family conflict. 

Figure 21: �Children in formal childcare or education by age group (%), 2017
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considering using targeted initiatives to get 
more women into top decision-making jobs. 
As progress was very slow, the Commission 
proposed legislative action in 2012. Although 
a  European directive has yet to be adopted by 
the EU legislators, evidence at Member State 
level clearly shows that legislative action can 
accelerate progress. Belgium, Germany, France, 
Italy, and  — more recently  — Austria and Por-
tugal have all adopted binding quotas and now 
have an average of 35.3  % women on boards, 
an increase of 18.3  p.p. since 2013. Countries 
that have implemented soft measures  (238) 
have seen half as much progress (up 9.7 p.p. to 
27.0  %). In contrast, in the remaining 11 Mem-

(238)	For example where governments have actively encouraged companies to self-regulate or adopted unlegislated quotas without 
sanctions. These are Denmark, Ireland, Greece, Spain, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden and the 
United Kingdom. 

(239)	Bulgaria, Czechia, Estonia, Croatia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Romania and Slovakia.

ber States, where no substantial action has 
been taken (239), women make up just 15.4 % of 
board members and there has been little pro-
gress since 2013 (see Figure 26). It is clear that 
stronger action is needed in these countries to 
bring about change.

Legislative quotas can also drive progress in 
political elections, although not always as quickly 
or as dramatically as might be expected. Since 
2013, the proportion of women in parliament in 
the Member States that (now) have a legislative 
electoral quota has risen from 28.5 % to 32.9 %, 
while countries without quotas have seen 
a  similar level of improvement (from 25.9  % to 

Figure 26: �Percentages of women among members of single/lower houses of parliaments and 
board members of the largest listed companies by legislative/soft actions in place, 
EU-28, 2013-2019
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2.8.3.	� Key challenges and trends in the 
EU (244)

Government commitment to promote gen-
der equality declined in some Member 
States

The status of governmental responsibility is 
measured by a  composite indicator, H1, ‘Status 
of governmental responsibility in promoting 
gender equality’, comprising five sub-indicators, 
each scored from 0 to 2 (245). Scores on this indi-
cator for each Member State range from 0 to 
10, with a  higher score indicating a  stronger 
position for the country’s gender equality body.

Figure 27 shows that only six Member States 
have increased their score since 2012, while 
eight have stayed the same. The remaining 14 
Member States have a  lower score now than 

(244)	In figures 27, 28, 29, the results for 2012 and 2018 are comparable only to a limited degree over time. This is because the meth-
odology to collect data has changed slightly over time, putting more weight on assessment by independent experts rather than 
self-assessment by the government where possible. The values should be interpreted with caution, as they present the situation at 
different points in time, and the specific reasons for changes between these years are not reviewed in detail.

(245)	These measure the level of highest responsibility for promoting gender equality at the governmental level, the existence of a (per-
manent) governmental gender equality body, the location of the governmental gender equality body within the government hier-
archy, the functions of the gender equality body and the accountability of the government for promoting gender equality.

in 2012. This development is driven by small 
reductions across different aspects of gov-
ernment efforts to promote gender equality, 
such as the location of the government gender 
equality body within the government hierarchy 
or its function.

The most noticeable decline in scores for this 
indicator relates to the lowering of the level at 
which governmental gender equality bodies 
are positioned within the government hierarchy 
compared with 2012. This is mostly because the 
governmental body was positioned at the high-
est level in a ministry or formed an entire min-
istry itself, in only ten Member States in 2018, 
compared with 16 Member States in 2012.

This negative trend may be explained by 
a  reduced focus on gender equality at EU and 
Member State levels. Some authors (Hubert and 

Figure 27: �Status of governmental responsibility in promoting gender equality by Member 
State, total score out of 10
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Source: EIGE 2018 and 2012 survey data.
Note: Compared to the report annexed to the Council of the EU conclusions on Gender-Equal Economies in the EU: The Way Forward 
(14254/19), the figure for Finland in 2018 has been revised from 7 to 9 points during final data quality checks.
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Stratigaki, 2016) highlight a general shift within 
the EU from gender equality to broader human 
rights issues, with a  particular focus on gen-
der-based violence, caused in part by adminis-
trative reform related to the EU enlargement.

In this context, some of the new Member States 
may not have the same understanding of gen-
der equality as some of the older Member 
States, leading to reduced progress on gender 
equality as relevant proposals (e.g. the direc-
tive to improve gender balance among non-ex-
ecutive directors of companies listed on stock 
exchanges) are blocked (Hubert and Stratigaki, 
2016). The financial crisis also saw social poli-
cies, such as gender equality, delayed in favour 
of economic and fiscal measures.

A rise in anti-gender movements (see Sec-
tion 2.9 for more detail) has negatively affected 
the institutional and policy framework for gen-
der equality in some Member States. This is 
particularly the case in Member States with-
out a  long history of democratic governance, 
strong women’s movements and a  tradition 
of civil society organisation. Similarly, gender 
equality mechanisms at national level have 
been weakened in some cases by restructuring 
and budget cuts (European Parliament, 2018a).

Implementing gender audits, 
gender focal points and dedicated 
working groups to improve gender 
mainstreaming

In 2018 a  number of ministries within 
Czechia’s government undertook gender 
audits, with more planned for 2019. This 
stemmed from the balanced representa-
tion action plan 2016-2018, which set out 
the need for gender audits of central state 
bodies. In addition, all ministries have 

(246)	The total number of full-time employees in person years (i.e. full-time equivalent of employees for a given year) for Luxembourg in 
2018 was 25.

established gender focal points, which 
are responsible for implementing gender 
mainstreaming within the ministries, in 
line with the Gender Focal Point Standard. 
Compliance is recommended rather than 
mandatory, which has led to varying work 
arrangements and powers of focal points 
in different ministries (UNECE, 2019a). Sim-
ilarly, each ministry within the Finnish gov-
ernment has a  gender equality working 
group and a dedicated person responsible 
for coordination. Each year these working 
groups assess the gender impact of over 
10 % of bills (UNECE, 2019b).

Note: This box is based on reporting to UNECE or EIGE by 
Member States.

Change in the number of personnel in gen-
der equality bodies varies across Member 
States

The change in the number of employees within 
governments’ gender equality bodies (relative 
to population size) has varied between Member 
States since 2012, as displayed in Figure 28. As 
highlighted in Annex 5 — Overview of strategic 
objectives and indicators, Member States with 
smaller populations are likely to score higher on 
this indicator, as there is a minimum number of 
employees that gender equality bodies need to 
function. This may serve to explain why Luxem-
bourg, which had the second smallest popula-
tion in the EU in 2018, scores so highly (246).

Data on the changes in the numbers of employ-
ees of independent gender equality bodies are 
more limited and more difficult to compare 
because of shifts in the mandates of these bod-
ies from the promotion of gender equality to 
addressing multiple grounds of discrimination. 
Such shifts were impossible to identify based on 
the data available at the time of the writing of 
the report.
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Gender-mainstreaming efforts have weak-
ened

Indicator H3, on ‘Gender mainstreaming’, meas-

ures the extent to which governments have 
committed to gender mainstreaming and imple-
mented tools to facilitate this. This includes the 
status of governments’ commitment to gender 

Figure 28: �Employees of the governmental gender equality body by Member State (per million 
population)
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Sources: EIGE 2018 and 2012 survey data. 2012 data unavailable for Bulgaria and Malta. Population data cover 2018 and are from 
Eurostat (data code: demo_pjan).

Figure 29: �Change in gender-mainstreaming efforts from 2012 to 2018, total score out of 16
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mainstreaming in public administration (247); the 
structures of gender mainstreaming  (248); and 
the extent to which Member States have com-
mitted to using various methods and tools for 
gender mainstreaming  (249). The average score 
for Member States in 2012 was 8.4 (out of a total 
possible score of 16), representing a poor level 
of achievement. Perhaps more disappointingly, 
this fell to 7.4 in 2018. Figure 29 shows the 
change in score by Member State between 2012 
and 2018, highlighting this negative trend in 18 
Member States.

The low scores are largely driven by limited use 
of various methods and tools for gender main-
streaming, and limitations in the structures 
of gender mainstreaming resulting from the 
absence of interministerial gender-mainstream-
ing structures, focal points responsible for gen-
der mainstreaming in ministries and/or consul-
tations with the governmental gender equality 
body. In part, this reduced focus on gender main-
streaming can be explained by the emergence 
of a  family mainstreaming approach in some 
Member States, implemented instead of gender 
mainstreaming (European Parliament, 2018a). 
This approach entails considering the impacts 
of actions on families and ensuring that family 
concerns are considered throughout the policy 
process. In practice, this may involve a focus on 
demographic increase and fertility. Although 
not inherently negative, in some Member States 
the trend towards family mainstreaming has 
become a tool by which to entrench traditional 
values and oppose women’s rights (ibid.).

Improving gender mainstreaming 
and gender-responsive budgeting by 
national governments

Positive efforts to implement a  gen-
der-mainstreaming approach within 
budget processes are evident in Finland, 
Latvia and Sweden.

(247)	Ranging from no commitment to an enforced legal obligation.
(248)	Which measures whether Member States have an interministerial structure, a contact person in the ministries, and the extent to 

which the gender equality body is involved in policy consultations.
(249)	Including gender impact assessments for legislation, policy and evaluation, awareness raising and training on gender equality, 

gender budgeting and the availability of evaluation reports.

In Finland, every ministry is required to 
provide an assessment of budget-related 
activities with significant gender impacts 
within its draft budgets (UNECE, 2019b). 
A  research project carried out in 2017-
2018 identified best practices in gender 
impact assessment in budgets and gen-
der budgeting across countries, as well as 
assessing the gender impacts of the Finn-
ish government’s policies (Elomäki et al., 
2018). Recommendations were developed 
to integrate gender-budgeting tools and 
practices into the government’s budg-
etary processes, with gender budgeting 
reportedly set to be developed further in 
the coming years.

A similar study was carried out in Latvia to 
assess the gender impact of two budget 
programmes, one at state level and one 
at local level (Oxford Research AB, 2017). It 
found that gender budgeting has not been 
incorporated into budget processes and 
that the lack of comprehensive sex-dis-
aggregated data limits budget impact 
analysis. The study produced a set of rec-
ommendations, which led to changes in 
how the Cabinet of Ministers analyses the 
state budget. Ministries and central state 
institutions are now required to report on 
performance indicators by sex (in num-
bers of individuals) in their annual report-
ing on the state budget in order to show 
improvements in their specific priority 
areas (UNECE, 2019c).

The Swedish government has already 
established official gender-mainstreaming 
processes in its work, through a  decision 
on gender mainstreaming in the Swed-
ish government offices for the period 
2016-2020. This identified the budget 
process as one of the key areas for gen-
der mainstreaming, with work currently 
being undertaken by the government 
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offices to integrate gender equality in 
the development of the national budget. 
This will ensure that a  gender equality 
perspective is considered when introduc-
ing new reforms and policy initiatives, as 
well as when reporting on their impact. 
Accordingly, in 2017, the Swedish National 
Financial Management Authority pub-
lished methods to enable monitoring and 
reporting of the gender equality impacts 
of (proposed) reforms included in the 
national budget (UNECE, 2019e).

Note: This box is based on reporting to UNECE or EIGE by 
Member States.

2.9.	� Human rights of women 
(BPfA Area I)

2.9.1.	 Setting the scope

Human rights are founded upon the inherent dig-
nity of all human beings. They encompass a wide 
range of political, civil, economic, social and cul-
tural rights, including reproductive rights. They 
are interdependent, interrelated and indivisible 
(UN OHCHR, 1993). As recognised at the Fourth 
World Conference on Women in Beijing (United 
Nations, 1995), ‘the human rights of women and 
the girl child are an inalienable, integral and indi-
visible part of universal human rights’. All EU 
Member States have obligations to eliminate dis-
crimination against women and ensure that they 
fully enjoy all human rights. Their responsibility 
is outlined in CEDAW, whose universal ratifica-
tion by 2000 was one of the main goals of the 
original 1995 platform for action. To date, how-
ever, some of the EU Member States’ reserva-
tions are still in force (United Nations, 2019a) (250) 
and considered incompatible with the purpose 
of CEDAW (European Parliament, 2011a). Impor-
tantly, governments must tackle not only discrim-
inatory laws and policies but also practices and 
customs within society that hinder the fulfilment 
of women’s human rights, including those carried 
out by private persons and organisations (see UN 
OHCHR, 2014).

(250)	Those of Germany, France, Ireland, Malta and the United Kingdom.

In practice, the EU continues to face challenges in 
this area, including the following.

�� Ensuring that international human rights 
instruments (including optional protocols 
where they exist) are ratified at EU and Mem-
ber State levels, without reservations. These 
currently include CEDAW and the Istanbul 
Convention. This challenge is further echoed 
by a  ‘global pushback on women’s rights. This 
pushback is deep, pervasive and relentless’ 
(United Nations, 2019b).

�� Responding to new challenges that threaten 
human rights today, in particular the shrinking 
space for CSOs. Women’s CSOs have played 
a  crucial role in implementing and monitor-
ing international women’s rights instruments, 
although they have always faced underfi-
nancing even in comparison with other, sim-
ilar, organisations (European Women’s Lobby, 
2018b). However, the environment in which 
they operate today is increasingly threatened, 
posing a  serious challenge to human rights 
and civil liberties. This is taking place in the 
context of rising illiberalism in central and 
eastern European countries (Krizsán and Rog-
geband, 2018; Laurent and Scheppele, 2017) 
and accompanying anti-gender movements.

�� Overcoming the barriers that prevent women 
from accessing their fundamental rights in 
practice. Women continue to face challenges 
in accessing their human rights, due to struc-
tural obstacles such as gender discrimination 
and/or inequalities in different areas of life, as 
evidenced throughout this report (Council of 
Europe, 2011; Council of the European Union, 
2017g; see also FRA, 2017a, and Section 2.4).

�� Additional difficulties that particular groups, 
including LGBTQI* women, women with disa-
bilities, older women, Roma women, and ref-
ugee and migrant women, face in accessing 
their rights, due to intersecting characteris-
tics that create multiple disadvantages. Some 
of these groups are treated in more detail in 
sub-section 2.9.3, and the situation of migrant 
and refugee women is assessed in more detail 
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in Sections 2.4, 2.5 and 2.12, and highlighted in 
other chapters as well where relevant.

�� Ensuring the protection of sexual and repro-
ductive health and rights. Since 2013, some 
EU Member States have taken steps to reduce 
access to essential sexual and reproductive 
health and services, such as contraception, 
family planning and abortion (European Com-
mission, 2017n; European Parliament, 2018a). 
For minority groups, these rights can be espe-
cially open to violation; for example, in some 
countries, women with disabilities and Roma 
women have experienced forced sterilisation 
(EESC, 2018a).

�� Promoting gender equality and women’s 
rights beyond the EU. Globally, most countries 
continue to have laws that directly discrimi-
nate against women, for example in the areas 
of work, travel and inheritance (World Bank, 
2019). Although not explored in detail in this 
report, it is worth bearing in mind that the EU 
also has a critical role to play in promoting the 
human rights of women in countries outside 
the EU (251).

�� A range of other challenges that threaten 
the human rights of women. They include 
violence against women, issues arising from 
digitalisation (e.g. sharing and disclosure of 
sexualised images or cyberviolence) and 
changing work patterns (such as the expan-
sion of atypical and precarious work). These 
are treated in more detail under their respec-
tive areas of concern.

It is important to highlight the difficulties in 
assessing the scale of the human rights chal-
lenges in the EU, due to the absence of mon-
itoring indicators in the Beijing framework, as 
well as the limited availability/comparability 
of EU-wide data. Therefore, this chapter relies 

(251)	For example, the European Commission’s Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality 2016-2019 commits to focusing on collaborative 
work between the EEAS and Member States to implement policies with relevance to the human rights of women. It also offers 
funding for gender equality work in third countries and commits to monitoring/supporting candidate Member States to comply 
with the human rights aspects of the Copenhagen criteria for membership.

(252)	Bulgaria, Czechia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia and the United Kingdom.
(253)	For instance, it highlights the potential additional needs of victims of gender-based violence, including specialist support, addi-

tional protection and the option to be interviewed by a member of the same sex.
(254)	Denmark opted out of the directive, so it was not covered.

more often on qualitative and geographically 
restricted sources of information than most 
other chapters in this report.

2.9.2.	 EU policy developments

Since 2013, there have been many EU policy 
developments relating to the human rights 
of women. The Istanbul Convention marked 
an important development in the creation of 
a  comprehensive and legally binding instru-
ment in Europe in this field. In terms of scope, it 
represents the most far-reaching international 
treaty to address VAW. Adopted by the Coun-
cil of Europe in 2011 and in force since 2014, it 
has been signed by all EU Member States, and 
by the EU itself in 2017. Notwithstanding this, 
the EU and seven Member States (252) have not 
yet proceeded with its ratification (Council of 
Europe, 2019a). Criticism has been raised in this 
respect, as negotiations continue 2  years after 
the convention was signed (European Coalition 
to End Violence against Women and Girls, 2018; 
European Parliament, 2017h). As described 
in Section  2.9.3, in some EU Member States 
the challenges to the instrument’s ratification 
are connected to the gender ideology debate 
and are part of the general backlash against 
women’s and girls’ rights (European Parliament, 
2018a).

Regarding access to justice, the Victims’ Rights 
Directive (2012/29/EU) came into force in 
November 2015 and aims to ensure that victims 
of crime receive sufficient support and protec-
tion and are able to participate in legal proceed-
ings. It outlines a number of rights for victims, 
including the right to understand and be under-
stood, the right to information, and the right to 
protection and individual assessment  (253). An 
assessment from 2018 found that 23 out of 
27  (254) Member States had officially incorpo-
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(and men) of colour experience a racial pay gap 
(ENAR, 2017). The European Network of Migrant 
Women, a platform led by migrant women, calls 
attention to dangers facing refugee and migrant 
women (ENOMW, 2015; see also Section 2.4).

Religious minorities report increasing dis-
crimination, particularly among those who 
wear traditional or religious clothing

In a 2016 FRA survey, 17 % of Muslims reported 
discrimination based on religious identity: a sig-
nificant increase from a  2009 survey (10  % of 
respondents) (FRA, 2017c). In a 2018 FRA survey 
on antisemitism and hate crimes carried out in 
12 EU countries, 39 % of Jews reported an expe-
rience of antisemitic harassment in the 5 years 
before the survey  (FRA, 2018c). Relatedly, per-
ceived tension in society between religious 
groups has risen from 76.3 % in 2011 to 81.6 % 
in 2016  (269). Notably, respondents in the FRA 
survey were more likely to feel discriminated 
against on the basis of their perceived ethnic 
background or migrant status than their reli-
gious identity (27 % compared with 17 %) (FRA, 
2017c). Levels of discrimination differ between 
those who wear traditional or religious clothing 
and those who do not: 28 % of men and 27 % 
of women who wear such clothing reported 
feeling discriminated against in the previous 12 
months, compared with 22 % and 23 % respec-
tively who do not (ibid.).

Muslim women may experience particularly high 
discrimination rates in the context of employ-
ment, which has been described in a UK report 
as a  ‘triple penalty’ (based on being women, 
having an ethnic minority background and 
being Muslim) (UK, House of Commons, 2016, 
page 15). This report found that Muslim women 
are the most economically disadvantaged group 
in the UK. Respondents to the FRA survey high-
lighted the greater discrimination against Muslim 
women than men based on clothing in relation 
to employment and healthcare. For example, 
this was viewed more frequently as the reason 
for discrimination when looking for work (35  % 
compared with 4  % respectively) (FRA, 2017c). 

(269)	EU Quality of Life Survey data, Q34.
(270)	EU Quality of Life Survey data, Q34.

Furthermore, women who wore a  headscarf or 
niqab reported greater levels of harassment than 
those who did not (31  % compared with 23  %), 
while 2 % reported being physically attacked.

Being LGBTQI* still means facing everyday 
discrimination

Despite legal protections, in several Member 
States LGBTQI* individuals face discrimination 
and harassment, including hate speech and 
hate crimes. A  survey of the LGBT community 
revealed that, out of all the hate-motivated vio-
lent incidents that had happened within the 12 
months prior to the survey, the most common 
recent incident was a  threat of violence (63  %), 
specifically a  threat of physical violence (50  %). 
The group most at risk is transgender women; 
in the 12 months prior to the survey, 44  % of 
them have suffered three or more physical/sex-
ual attacks or threats of violence in the EU (FRA, 
2014a). A 2015 Eurobarometer survey found that 
LGBT discrimination is considered to be more 
widespread than discrimination on the grounds 
of religion, age, disability and gender, although 
discrimination on the grounds of ethnic origins 
continues to be regarded as the most wide-
spread form of discrimination (European Com-
mission, 2015a). Perceived tension between peo-
ple of different sexual orientations rose between 
2011 and 2016 from 71.2 % to 74 % (270).

The FRA survey of LGBT individuals found that 
in the previous 12 months many individuals had 
experienced discrimination or harassment on 
the grounds of their gender (FRA, 2012a). LGBT 
women were disproportionately more likely 
than LGBT men to have experienced discrimi-
nation or harassment on the ground of gender 
in the previous 12 months (see Figure 32). In 
Austria, there was a 45 p.p. difference between 
women and men (51 % women versus 6 % men). 
In Germany, there was also a  high percentage 
of individuals who experienced discrimination 
or harassment on the ground of gender (6  % 
of men and 44  % of women). Despite several 
Member States’ attempts to improve conditions 
for LGBTQI* groups, discrimination against 
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them persists. FRA data from 2012 found that, 
in many Member States, respondents said they 
had felt discriminated against because of being 
lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans during the previ-
ous 12 months (see Figure 33).

(271)	‘Intersex’ is a term to denote a number of different natural variations in a person’s bodily characteristics that do not match strict 
medical definitions of male or female.

Importantly, the FRA survey (2012) did not 
include intersex people as an explicit target 
group (although some such individuals may 
have been included). Intersex people  (271) also 
experience severe violations of their funda-

Figure 32: �LGBT: felt discriminated against or harassed on the ground of gender in the previous 
12 months, 2012 (%)

Women Men

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

EU-28 AT BE BG CY CZ DE DK EE EL ES FI FR HR HU IE IT LT LU LV MT NL PL PT RO SE SI SK UK

Source: FRA (2012a).

Figure 33: �LGBT: felt discriminated against because of being lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans in 
the previous 12 months (%)
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mental rights (FRA, 2015a), related to harass-
ment, stigmatisation and access to services. 
A key violation relates to certain medical prac-
tices that affect their fundamental rights; for 
instance, many Member States legally require 
births to be certified and registered as male 
or female (ibid.). However, EU action has often 
addressed the unequal treatment of intersex 
people as part of discrimination on the ground 
of sexual orientation and/or gender identity, 
as opposed to being addressed as discrimina-
tion on the ground of sex (ibid.). Many inter-
sex people do not necessarily identify as being 
part of the LGBTQI* community (ILGA, n.d.), 
given the diversity of their experiences (Council 
of Europe, 2015b). The European Parliament’s 
backing of a resolution focused specifically on 
protecting the fundamental rights of intersex 
people is an encouraging development that 
recognises the specific type of discrimination 
faced by intersex individuals (European Parlia-
ment, 2019e).

Only a few Member States (Belgium, Denmark, 
Ireland, Greece, France and Malta) have abol-
ished medical requirements in the process of 
gender recognition and replaced them with 
procedures based on self-determination. For 
example, the Maltese Parliament adopted the 
Gender Identity, Gender Expression and Sex 
Characteristics Act in 2015. This law intro-
duces the right to recognition of gender iden-
tity for all persons, abolishes unnecessary 
and non-consensual medical treatment in the 
process of gender recognition and allows par-
ents the right to postpone the registering of 
a  gender marker on their child’s birth certifi-
cate (Malta, Ministry for European Affairs and 
Equality, 2015). The Act ensures that trans and 
intersex persons are not required to provide 
proof of psychiatric, psychological or medical 
treatment in order to avail themselves of the 
right to recognition of gender identity (Mal-
tese Parliament, 2015).

(272)	According to the 2019 Gender Equality Index, a persistent gender gap in employment puts the full-time equivalent rate of employ-
ment of women with disabilities at just 20.7 %, against the 28.6 % of men with disabilities and sees a third of women with disability 
economically inactive.

(273)	Eurostat (hlth_dpe10).

Women with disabilities still cannot fully 
enjoy their human rights

According to the European Economic and Social 
Committee, ‘The situation of women with dis-
abilities is not only worse than that of women 
without disabilities, it is also worse than that 
of their male peers’ (European Economic and 
Social Committee, 2018b, page 4). The problem 
partly stems from the misconception regard-
ing women with disabilities, whose choices are 
often ignored or even replaced by those of 
‘third parties, including legal representatives, 
service providers, guardians and family mem-
bers, in violation of their rights under Article 12 
of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities’ (European Economic and Social 
Committee, 2018b, page 9).

Thus women with disabilities face a number of 
additional challenges and vulnerabilities.

�� In terms of reproductive rights and auton-
omy, ‘forced sterilisation and abortion as well 
as other forms of control on their fertility still 
remain a reality for many [women with disa-
bilities]’ (European Commission, 2018r).

�� Harmful gender and disability stereotypes 
are also perpetuated in the education field. 
Gender- and disability-blind educational 
materials and curricula and the lack of acces-
sible sanitation facilities at schools affect the 
lives of girls with disabilities. The financial 
crisis has also negatively affected attempts 
at developing inclusive education European 
Economic and Social Committee, 2018c).

�� Segregation and stereotypes in school trans-
late to lower employment rates for women with 
disabilities  (272), putting them at higher risk of 
poverty or social exclusion — almost a third of 
those above 16 years old (29 %) were at risk of 
poverty or social exclusion in 2017 (273).
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Women journalists are increasingly subject 
to online harassment

Although today’s digital environment provides 
new ways of uncovering harassment, such as 
the #MeToo movement, it can also make jour-
nalists more exposed and vulnerable. Women 
journalists are increasingly subject to online 
harassment (OSCE, 2015), to such an extent 
that it can lead some to opt out of the pro-
fession or avoid reporting on certain issues. 
The International Federation of Journalists has 
noted that 38  % of women journalists admit-
ted self-censorship following online abuse (IFJ, 
2018), and the Mapping Media Freedom pro-
ject reports 101 incidents of online harassment 
of journalists in EU Member States (May 2014 
to September 2018). This is unlikely to reflect 
the true magnitude of the problem, owing to 
under-reporting. Nevertheless, information 
on the nature of the incidents suggests that 
women journalists are more likely to be subject 
to defamation/discreditation and sexual harass-

ment, whereas men journalists are more often 
subject to psychological abuse. In other words, 
female journalists tend to be subjected to an 
extra layer of harassment that invokes their 
gender in a  sexually threatening/degrading 
way. As press freedom is a pillar of democracy, 
there is a  clear need to ensure all journalists 
are protected and free to report.

Online abuse is facilitated by the lack of 
social media regulation

Social media has brought considerable benefits 
for women in terms of power and visibility and 
in terms of access and opportunities. Yet the 
unregulated nature of social media has height-
ened the risks of victimisation for women (Euro-
pean Parliament, 2018c), as shown by persistent 
patterns of online abuse and harassment. A 2017 
online survey of women aged 18-55 in six Mem-
ber States (Denmark, Spain, Italy, Poland, Swe-
den and the United Kingdom) found that 20 % 
of respondents had experienced online abuse 

Figure 36: �Percentage of women employed in media-related sectors of activity, EU-28 (%)
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zon  2020 advises that including the gender 
dimension in smart home innovation might be 
the answer to tapping the potential of energy 
efficiency from smart homes (Advisory Group 
for Gender, 2016).

Decentralisation of energy supply is another 
potential development to help combat climate 
change and ensure energy efficiency. It aims to 
replace the traditional model, centred on large-
scale plants providing energy for an entire 
region, with a  large number of small-capacity 
units constructed around renewable energy. 
This method has the double advantage of being 
more eco-friendly while better addressing local 
demands for energy.

Decentralisation of energy supply offers oppor-
tunities for women to get involved in renewable 
energy production in communities. However, 
data on the involvement and investments of 
women in renewable energy citizen installa-
tions indicate that the patterns and structures 
in these models are not egalitarian: women 
invest less and participate less in decision-mak-
ing bodies than men. Besides individual pref-
erences and investment decisions, this can be 
partly explained by cultural, social and political 
factors that negatively influence the participa-
tion opportunities of women (Fraune, 2015).

Energy poverty disproportionately affects 
certain vulnerable groups, such as lone 
parents and single women

Energy efficiency can also contribute to reduc-
ing the level of energy poverty. ‘Energy poverty’ 
refers to a set of conditions whereby ‘individuals 
or households are not able to adequately heat 
or provide other required energy services in 
their homes at affordable cost’ and is currently 
estimated to affect almost 50 million people 
across the EU (EU Energy Poverty Observatory, 
2018, page 4).

Energy prices differ enormously between EU 
Member States (Clancy and Feenstra, 2019), 
with energy poverty remaining a  problem 
within many EU Member States. In 2017, 7.8  % 
of households across the EU reported difficul-
ties in keeping their homes adequately warm 
(see Figure  38): an improvement on 2013, 
when 10.7  % of households were affected. 
Notably, single-parent households  — mainly 
women-headed households  — are worst 
affected (12.1  % at EU level), followed by sin-
gle-female households (11.3  % compared with 
9.4 % for single-male households).

It is likely that the gender gap observed for sin-
gle households is linked to income and, at least 

Figure 38: �Households affected by inability to keep warm, 2017 (%)
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to some extent, to old age, as evidenced by the 
higher risk of poverty generally among older 
women (see Section 2.1).

In cases where gender intersects with certain 
other individual characteristics (such as low 
education, low income, non-EU migrant back-
ground or old age), vulnerabilities can add up 
and exacerbate energy poverty. However, the 
interaction of these characteristics has not 
been thoroughly investigated. For example, the 
lack of energy efficiency of residential buildings 
is given a lot of attention in research addressing 
energy poverty, whereas discriminatory mecha-
nisms of housing markets that prevent low-in-
come households from accessing high-quality 
housing remain under-investigated. Other dis-
criminatory factors, for example number of chil-
dren, ethnicity and sexual orientation, are also 
relevant in this context. Thus, energy poverty 
must be seen as multiple deprivation, which has 
to be analysed against the background of dis-
criminatory systems (Großmann, 2017).

New transport technologies may provide 
opportunities to challenge gendered behav-
iours

Mobility and transport have been studied from 
a  women’s perspective for many years, and 
gender aspects are well documented: women 
own fewer cars, so are less likely to use a  car 
(49 % versus 59 %); travel shorter distances, but 
have more complex trip patterns; use public 
transport more frequently (22  % versus 15  % 
for men); and cycle or walk (17  % versus 11  %) 
more often than men (European Commission, 
2014i; Roberts, 2016). However, there is a  lack 
of recognition of these gendered patterns. The 
resistance to implementing gender-responsive 
transport policies may be related to the strong 
masculinity embedded in this sector at all lev-
els and to the small share of women in deci-
sion-making.

New technologies in the field of transport may 
provide opportunities if they are developed in 

(320)	Preconditions are that public transport systems be adapted to the needs of the different societal groups and funding be made 
available to make them more convenient, punctual and safe.

(321)	Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden.

a  socially and gender-fair way from the very 
beginning. Autonomous driving is promoted 
with arguments such as increased traffic safety, 
efficiency, convenience and contributing to 
reduction in congestion (Salonen, 2018). It also 
promises benefits for ageing societies (with an 
increasing proportion of women in older age 
groups because of their higher life expectancy) 
and for people with disabilities.

Moreover, autonomous driving might challenge 
the symbolic connection between automobil-
ity and masculinity: The ‘passion for the auto-
mobile often follows heterosexual patterns of 
desire’ (Buchmüller et al., 2018, page  166). For 
male and young drivers in particular, driving is 
a crucial part of their identity. From their point 
of view, automated driving implies a  loss of 
power and control, and a  reduction in driving 
pleasure. Through this perceived attack on the 
masculine identity, the vision of driverless driv-
ing could offer the opportunity to redefine the 
gendered human–car relationship and contrib-
ute to less car use and to resource-friendly and 
environmentally friendly mobility (ibid.) (320).

Electromobility is also discussed with regard to 
decarbonisation and reduction of air pollution. 
A study carried out in the five Nordic countries (321) 
on the demographics of electric mobility confirms 
that gender is a constant and significant factor in 
the use of electric cars. This is apparent, for exam-
ple, in fewer women having driving experience 
with electric cars (15.4  % versus 28.7  % of men) 
and also significantly fewer women owning elec-
tric cars (3 % versus 6.9 % of men). There are also 
differences in almost all other attributes: women 
rate speed or acceleration less highly than men, 
but rate the costs, environmental aspects and, 
above all, safety issues significantly more highly 
(Sovacool et al., 2018). Still, electric cars are less 
attractive to women because of their innovative 
technical features, which often do not meet the 
practical everyday needs of women’s mobility in 
the urban space (Kawgan-Kagan and Popp, 2018). 
It is striking that all studies on the acceptance 
and use of electric vehicles confirm typical stere-
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2.12.	The girl child (BPfA Area L)

2.12.1.	Setting the scope

There is no universal definition of ‘girl child’. The 
UN Committee on the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (1995, page 49) poignantly observes 
that ‘girls are simply human beings who should 
be seen as individuals and not just as daugh-
ters, sisters, wives or mothers and who should 
fully enjoy the fundamental rights inherent to 
their human dignity’. Although definitions may 
vary slightly, this report builds on the definition 
of ‘child’ by the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child and defines ‘girl child’ as a  girl or 
young woman up to the age of 18 (333).

Before proceeding with analysis, it is important 
to note that key issues covered in this section 
often overlap with other areas of concern of 
the BPfA. However, this section provides more 
in-depth analysis from the perspective of the 
girl child, which goes beyond the scope of other 
sections.

Child poverty is a  major challenge for the EU. 
In 2017, children in the EU faced the highest 
risk of poverty or social exclusion of any age 
group (24.9 % of all children) (334), with little dif-
ference in poverty for girls and boys. Children 
are more likely to be at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion when they live in lone parent house-
holds, particularly if the lone parent is a woman 
(see Section 2.1) (EIGE, 2016d), when they have 
a migrant background (335) and when they have 
parents with low levels of educational attain-
ment (336).

Gender inequalities in childhood take root within 
the household and take many forms, including 
the time children spend on household work 
(Bruckauf and Rees, 2017). This instils harmful 
stereotypes on the gender division of labour in 
the home at an early age that can have negative 

(333)	This is in line with the definition of ‘child’ given in Article 1 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1990).
(334)	EU-SILC (data code: ilc_peps01) 
(335)	EU_SILC(data code: ilc_li34).
(336)	EU-SILC (data code: ilc_li60).

knock-on effects on girls’ educational attain-
ments and labour force participation.

Outside the home, girls face a  web of gender 
stereotypes and sexism within education sys-
tems at large. The transformative potential of 
education is lost when, ‘instead of challenging 
entrenched discriminatory gender norms and 
practices, schooling reinforces stereotypes and 
maintains the gender order of society expressed 
through the reproduction of the female/male, 
subordination/domination hierarchies’ (CEDAW, 
2017c, page 4). This applies particularly to sexual-
ity and relationship education, where heteronor-
mative curricula fail to challenge harmful gender 
norms; to provide knowledge on gender-based 
violence and consent to sexual activity; and to 
include pluralistic and diverse perspectives on 
sex and sexual relationships. This can lead to 
long-term physically, mentally and psychologi-
cally damaging effects for adolescents, and par-
ticularly girls, belonging to sexual minorities and 
those with disabilities (Campbell, 2016).

Key challenges relating to girls’ health and 
well-being include negative body image, child-
hood obesity, high-risk sexual behaviour and 
consequences of gender-based violence. Such 
challenges are aggravated by other axes of 
marginalisation including ethnicity, disability, 
socioeconomic status and migration status. 
Strategies to address these challenges must 
also pay attention to empowering girls to nav-
igate the digital world, because certain aspects 
of the digital world have a particularly negative 
impact on girls (EIGE, 2019b; Faith and Fraser, 
2018; McGlynn and Rackley, 2017; McGlynn 
et al., 2017). Among these, child sexual abuse 
materials, cyberbullying and pornography raise 
particular gendered concerns.

A further challenge is tackling gender-based 
violence and exploitation affecting girls, and 
supporting its victims. These include intimate 
partner violence, sexual harassment, female 
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genital mutilation and some forms of human 
trafficking (EIGE, 2019b).

An overarching challenge in assessing the cur-
rent situation and trends for many of the gen-
der-related issues associated with the girl child 
is the difficulty in obtaining recent data disag-
gregated by age and gender. There are some 
sources of up-to-date information, but most 
material focusing on children, specifically girls, 
is based on surveys with limited periodicity or 
one-off studies without any time series and with 
limited coverage of EU countries.

2.12.2.	EU policy developments

The EU’s competence in issues related to the girl 
child is limited to supporting Member States in 
some key areas including poverty, education, 
health and migration law. In recent years, the 
EU has made several commitments towards the 
realisation of children’s rights. Although not con-
sistently mainstreaming the girl child perspec-
tive, these do address areas of relevance to the 
human rights of girls.

Although not specifically targeting the girl child, 
the latest developments to combat child pov-
erty and social exclusion include the 2013 Rec-
ommendation on Investing in Children: Break-
ing the cycle of disadvantage (European Com-
mission, 2013e). It aimed to tackle the issues 
of child poverty and well-being, highlighting 
relevant EU financial instruments. However, the 
recommendation has not been considered in 
a  systematic way in relation to the European 
Semester, and Member States do not view it as 
a  significant policy tool (FRA, 2018b). Further-
more, the impact of austerity policies on child 
poverty has been highlighted by the European 
Parliament in its Resolution on reducing ine-
qualities (European Parliament, 2015c). In 2015, 
in an effort to ensure free access to basic social 
services for children, the European Parliament 
also called for a  child guarantee to protect 
vulnerable children (European Commission, 
n.d.-b).

(337)	In particular, through Article 26, referring to protection and support of child witnesses, Article 38, relating to the criminalisation of 
FGM, and Article 37, relating to forced marriage.

Regarding education, EU policy has centred on 
addressing gender stereotypes, sexism within 
education and school-related gender-based 
violence (European Parliament, 2015b, 2016d). 
Moreover, the European Parliament encouraged 
Member States to make age-appropriate sex and 
relationship education mandatory for all primary 
and secondary school children (2015b). Finally, 
the 2014 EU Roadmap against homophobia and 
discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation 
and gender identity calls for sex and relation-
ship education throughout education curricula 
in Europe to include non-heteronormative per-
spectives (European Parliament, 2014b).

Key policy developments regarding the health 
of the girl child relate to obesity, body image, 
and healthy, safe sexuality and sexual relations. 
The EU action plan on childhood obesity (Euro-
pean Commission, 2014d) highlights gendered 
aspects of overweight and obesity, and calls 
for the creation of healthier environments and 
restrictions on marketing to children. However, 
the plan did not include efforts towards the pro-
motion of a positive body image among girls.

The impact that women’s portrayal in media has 
on young people is highlighted in the European 
Parliament’s resolution on eliminating gender 
stereotypes (2013b). The resolution calls on the 
EU to develop awareness-raising measures to 
promote zero tolerance of degrading images of 
girls and women not only in pornography but in 
the media more generally.

Key developments regarding violence against 
girls focused on FGM, trafficking and cyberbully-
ing. To protect girls at risk of FGM, the European 
Commission adopted an action plan, ‘Towards 
the elimination of female genital mutilation’, 
which aimed to ensure effective coordination of 
actions to combat FGM (European Commission, 
2013a). However, laws in the majority of Member 
States do not include specific protection meas-
ures against FGM (EIGE, 2019b). The upcoming 
ratification of the Istanbul Convention (see Sec-
tion  2.4) may help to overcome this (European 
Parliament, 2018i) (337).
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erty or social exclusion: 47.0  % of lone parent 
households in 2017 compared with 22.4 % of all 

(340)	No more than lower primary education, International Standard Classification of Education level 0-2.
(341)	Eurostat, EU-LFS (ilc_peps03 and ilc_peps60). Figures refer to children aged under 18.

households. In this case, the gender of the par-
ent matters: previous research shows that the 
majority of lone parents are lone mothers and 
these are at a  much higher risk of poverty or 
exclusion than lone fathers (48 % versus 32 %) 
(EIGE, 2016d).

Children of parents with low education lev-
els  (340) are also at much higher risk (62.8 %) of 
poverty and social exclusion than those whose 
parents have upper secondary or post-second-
ary non-tertiary education (28.8  %) or tertiary 
education (9.4 %) (341).

Finally, having at least one parent of a migrant 
background is also associated with additional 
vulnerabilities for children. EU-wide research 
(Save the Children, 2014) found that children 
with at least one foreign-born parent were 
almost twice as likely as children with parents 
of a  non-migrant background to be at risk of 
poverty or social exclusion. EU-wide survey 
data from 2017 (see Figure  41) show that this 
situation still applies, but to a lesser extent. On 
average, people (all ages) living in households 

Figure 40: �People at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion by sex and age, EU-28, 
2017 (%)
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Figure 41: �Percentage of population at risk of poverty or social exclusion living in households 
with dependent children, by migrant background, 2017 (%)
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with dependent children and a  migrant back-
ground  (342) are around 14  p.p. more likely to 
be at risk of poverty or social exclusion than 
those in households with dependent children 
but with no migrant background (35  % versus 
21 %). The extent of this pattern varies between 
Member States, although in the vast majority of 
cases having a  migrant background increases 
people’s poverty risk. In some Member States 
(Belgium, Denmark, Austria, Sweden), children 
living with a foreign-born parent are more than 
three times as likely to live in a  household at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion as children in 
households with no migrant background.

Gender stereotyping in household activi-
ties fosters gender inequalities later in life

Recent research published by UNICEF (Bruck-
auf and Rees,2017) covering eight EU Member 
States (343) found a consistent gender gap across 
countries and age groups in household chores. 
More girls than boys report helping with house-
work on a daily basis and more boys than girls 
report never or rarely helping (ibid.). This could 
potentially play a  role in explaining inequalities 
later in life, as it leaves girls with less time to 
invest in other activities and perpetuates cul-
tural norms that housework within the home 
should be performed by women and girls.

Overall, there is a  wealth of empirical evidence 
on the gender division of labour in the home 
between adults, but there is little information on 
the performance of household chores by boys 
and girls, particularly in the EU. This makes it dif-
ficult to assess the consequences of unequal dis-
tribution of housework between boys and girls.

Fewer girls expect to pursue science as an 
occupation than boys, despite similar per-
formance in maths and science

The transformative potential of education is not 
consistently being realised, as ‘the stratification 

(342)	This refers to households of which one or more parent was born outside the country of residence, including both EU and non-EU 
countries.

(343)	Based on 2013/14 data from the International Survey of Children’s Well-Being for children aged 8, 10 and 12 in developed coun-
tries, including eight Member States (Denmark, Estonia, Spain, Malta, Poland, Romania, Finland and the United Kingdom).

(344)	Girls scored 484 points compared with 490 points scored by boys. This difference has narrowed since 2012. 

of students and knowledge can lead girls being 
propelled into what is socially regarded as low 
status occupations’ (CEDAW, 2017c, page  14). 
The 2015 PISA results for EU-based 15-year-olds 
show a small, narrowing difference in the aver-
age performance of girls and boys in mathemat-
ics  (344) and no significant difference in science. 
This conceals some gender gaps at national 
level, which go both ways: boys outperformed 
girls in mathematics by 20 points or more in 
Italy and Austria, whereas girls outperformed 
boys in science by a similar margin in Finland.

Despite the limited gender differences in 
achievement, fewer girls expect to pursue 
careers in STEM. In 2015, 21.1 % of female stu-
dents aged 15 expected to work in a science-re-
lated job by the age of 30, compared with 24 % 
of their male counterparts (see Figure 42). This 
difference holds in two thirds of Member States 
but there are particularly large gender gaps 
(≥  8  p.p.) in five countries (Estonia, Hungary, 
Malta, Austria, Portugal and Slovenia). Such 
large gaps imply at least 30 % fewer girls than 
boys wanting to work in science. This gender 
stratification is a  problem, as careers in STEM 
are among the key occupations expected to 
grow in the future (CEDEFOP, 2016).

Access to human rights-based sexuality 
and relationship education varies between 
Member States

Access to age-appropriate, human rights-based 
sexuality and relationship education plays a sig-
nificant role in ensuring the health and well-be-
ing of young people, particularly girls (United 
Nations, 2010). A review of EU-wide sex and rela-
tionship education provision in 2013 found that, 
although sexuality education is compulsory in 
the majority of Member States (the exceptions 
are Bulgaria, Cyprus, Italy, Latvia, Poland, Roma-
nia and the United Kingdom) (European Parlia-
ment, 2013a; International Planned Parenthood, 
2018), there can be moral and faith-based 
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exemptions (International Planned Parenthood, 
2014). Curriculum design and the implementa-
tion of sex and relationship education can vary 
considerably between Member States, often 
because of conservative religious and cultural 
movements (United Nations, 2010). The lack of 
age-appropriate, human rights-based sex and 
relationship education can result in retrenching 
gender roles and a  ‘lack of knowledge on the 
laws and age of consent to sexual activity, vio-
lence against women and their rights to access 
and use sexual and reproductive health service’ 
(Campbell, 2016, page 8).

The overall sexual activity of girls and boys 
have decreased and so have their preg-
nancy and abortion rates

Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) 
survey data for 2013/14 show that, across the EU, 
boys aged 15 were more likely to report having 
had sexual intercourse than girls of the same age. 
Although these proportions have reduced notice-
ably since 2009/10 (when they were 28 % for boys 
and 22 % for girls; see Figure 43), the gender gap 
remains unchanged  (345). However, among those 
who were sexually active, notably fewer boys and 
girls report using a condom during their last sex-

(345)	Figures for 2009/10 omit Bulgaria and Malta, which are included in the 2013/14 data.

ual intercourse than in 2009/10, with only two 
thirds of them engaging in safe sex. Although it 

Figure 42: �Students aged 15 expecting to work in science-related occupations by gender, 2015 (%)
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Figure 43: �Children aged 15 who have had 
sexual intercourse and who used 
contraception at last intercourse, 
EU-28, 2013/14 (%)
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of 31  % in the number of preliminary 
charges for sex offences compared with 
the same period of 2017.

Note: This box is based on reporting to UNECE or EIGE by 
Member States.

�� Migrant and refugee girl children are particu-
larly exposed to sexual exploitation and gen-
der-based violence (FRA, 2018d; IFRC, 2018). 
For instance, unaccompanied and separated 
girls recently arrived in Italy  (356) registered 
widespread occurrence of gender-based vio-
lence throughout their entire journey. The 
study also revealed that the girls seem to be 
aware of the high risk of sexual assault and 
of exploitation, and resort to preventative 
measure such as birth control pills to avoid 
getting pregnant from a  rape (IFRC, 2018). 
In Ireland, a study on separated migrant girl 
children found 60 % of them to be victims of 
sexual or other form of violence. Alarmingly, 
their arrival in a  second or third country 
did not put an end to violence: ‘in fact, new 
forms of exploitation and abuse manifest 
where protective services are overstretched 
or non-existent in places where migrant chil-
dren land’ (ibid., page16). Similar concerns 
were identified in France and Greece as 
well  — in Greece the increased risk of sex-
ual abuse extends even to boys, who are 
exploited by older men for money (ibid.).

�� The collection and analysis of data on traf-
ficking in human beings are developing. Sig-
nificant efforts have been made to improve 
EU-wide data collection, which is now widely 
regarded as world-leading in its quality 
(European Commission, 2018h). Neverthe-
less, there are grounds indicating that actual 

(356)	From countries in north and sub-Saharan Africa (IFRC, 2018, p. 12).

numbers of victims of trafficking, including 
child victims of trafficking, in the EU are sub-
stantially higher than indicated in the data. 
Bearing this in mind, consistent patterns 
indicate that children are trafficked into and 
within the EU, and often within their own 
Member States. Girls are overwhelmingly 
targeted, mainly for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation. Registered EU child victims are 
twice the number of non-EU child victims, and 
80 % are girls (European Commission, 2018d, 
2018h; FRA, 2019a). The UN Global Traffick-
ing Report (United Nations, 2018b) found 
that in western and southern Europe 19 % of 
all detected victims of trafficking were girls, 
compared with 6 % who were boys. Further-
more, in western and southern Europe girls 
(18  %) were more likely to be trafficked for 
sexual exploitation than boys (3 %). The num-
bers are higher for central and south-eastern 
Europe. Of all of the victims detected in the 
region, 29  % were girls and 5  % were boys, 
the vast majority for sexual exploitation.

�� FGM is another violation of girls’ and women’s 
human rights, which is almost always inflicted 
on minors. The risk of FGM largely affects 
migrant populations originating from coun-
tries where it is practised. EIGE’s research 
estimated that in 2016 a  considerable num-
ber of girls originating from countries where 
FGM is practised were at risk of the practice 
in the countries covered: Belgium (16-27  %), 
Greece (25-42 %), France (12-21 %), Italy (15-
24  %), Cyprus (12-17  %) and Malta (39-57  %) 
(EIGE, 2018b). Further efforts are needed to 
protect girls from this practice, taking care to 
avoid re-victimising girls or their families, as 
this response to eliminate FGM can vilify and 
punish migrants (Berer, 2015).
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3.	 Beyond Beijing + 25: recommendations 
for action
The Beijing  +  25 review shows that there has 
been some progress towards gender equality 
in the EU in recent years, manifested in higher 
employment rates and lower poverty risks for 
both women and men; improved gender bal-
ance in political and economic decision-mak-
ing; new initiatives to support reconciliation of 
work and care responsibilities; and important 
steps taken towards ratifying the Istanbul Con-
vention.

Despite this, it is clear that substantial gender 
inequalities persist across all 12 areas of the 
platform within the EU. Many of the challenges, 
goals and commitments set out in the BPfA in 
1995 remain relevant today. Compared with 
men, women continue to experience lower 
levels of employment, pay, pensions and eco-
nomic independence, disproportionate caring 
responsibilities, a  higher proportion of life in 
poor health and under-representation in deci-
sion-making. Labour markets and education 
systems are still characterised by persistent 
gender segregation. Gender-based violence 
remains widespread.

Some new challenges have emerged as well. 
Women face new forms of gender-based vio-
lence linked to the rise of digitalisation in soci-
ety, such as cyberbullying, online hate speech 
and revenge porn. The recent migration flows 
to the EU highlighted the gendered challenges 
that migrant and asylum-seeking women 
experience in their journeys and in accessing 
national integration and asylum processes. 
Worsening climate change typically affects 
women to a greater extent than men, by exac-
erbating existing social inequalities and impos-
ing different socioeconomic impacts on women 
and men. CSOs that promote women’s rights 
and interests have come under increased 
threat in some Member States.

These challenges constrain the efforts to achieve 
the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustaina-
ble Development, in particular the SDGs relat-
ing to poverty, health, education, affordability of 
energy, decent work, reducing inequality, and 
achieving peaceful and inclusive societies.

Bearing these challenges in mind, the recom-
mendations below are structured around five 
themes, capturing important elements of the 
BPfA and the SDGs:

�� addressing gender inequalities in the econ-
omy;

�� ensuring gender-responsive public infra-
structure, social protection and services;

�� guaranteeing freedom from gender-based 
violence, stigma and stereotypes;

�� fostering parity democracy, accountability 
and gender-responsive institutions;

�� achieving peaceful and inclusive societies.

The recommendations should be viewed as 
broad guiding principles, accompanied by some 
good examples of effective actions and meas-
ures that would help implement them in prac-
tice. Given the broad scope of this review and 
the high-level nature of the analysis carried out, 
this report aims to present recommendations 
only for key EU bodies and Member States, 
even though there are also other actors who 
can support gender equality at both EU and 
national levels.

In each case, the relevance of the recommen-
dation to particular critical areas of the BPfA 
is highlighted by the use of icons, as shown in 
Table 3.
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help ensure that women’s disproportionate 
burden of long-term care responsibilities is 
addressed.

�� Consider measures to strengthen the exist-
ing legal framework on work–life balance 
that go beyond the minimum standards set 
in the EU Work–Life Balance Directive. These 
could include higher levels of compensation 
for paternity, parental and carers’ leave, and 
a  longer period of non-transferable paren-
tal leave for men to further encourage them 
to share responsibility for the upbringing of 
children. It could also provide entitlements to 
breastfeeding breaks and facilities for work-
ing mothers, to facilitate their return to work.

�� Building on the Work–Life Balance Directive, 
consider introducing ‘care days’ or carers’ 
benefit for those with care responsibilities 
to promote better reconciliation between 
personal and professional duties. This is 
particularly important in light of the ageing 
population and the extended working life 
stemming from the increased retirement 
age.

�� Adopt a  broader and more inclusive defini-
tion of ‘parent’ or ‘partner’ when defining 
parental leave to ensure that same-sex and/
or adoptive parents can also benefit. Like-
wise, adopting a wider definition of ‘depend-
ents’ (e.g. to encompass both direct family 
and other relatives) may support those in 
same-sex relationships to access carers’ 
leave/benefits more easily for their part-
ners (361).

�� Develop policies to monitor and regulate the 
wider market for (formal) care and domestic 
services, including the working conditions, 
pay and work–life balance needs of employ-
ees. This may be of particular benefit to 
migrant women, who are over-represented 
in these sectors (including within the hidden 
economy).

(361)	In some Member States, same-sex partners may not have access to marriage, meaning that there is a risk they are excluded from 
‘direct family’.

Broaden social policies to ensure protection of 
workers in non-standard forms of employment

Based on key findings from areas: A  F 

Rationale. Employment alone is not a  guar-
antee against poverty or social exclusion, as 
shown by concerning levels of in-work poverty 
in the EU. This points to individual pay and the 
total take-home earnings from employment 
failing to keep pace with living costs. Evidence 
suggests that there are, overall, more women 
than men in non-standard forms of employ-
ment, such as (but not limited to) part-time and 
temporary employment. Such roles may be 
more exposed to poverty and social exclusion, 
not only because of their lower or unreliable 
rates of pay but also because of their long-term 
effects on employment prospects. For exam-
ple, part-time roles may yield fewer opportuni-
ties for career advancement and participation 
in higher-skilled occupations (see, for example, 
IPPR, 2015, pp.  9-10). Similarly, there are signs 
that women’s employment has become more 
precarious since the financial crisis.

Intended audience. Member States (in par-
ticular, ministries with responsibility for welfare, 
social security and/or employment).

Example actions at Member State level

�� Encourage all employers to value and invest 
in part-time employees, for example provid-
ing equal access to training and opportuni-
ties for career progression. This encourage-
ment could take the form of employer incen-
tives or subsidies.

�� Consider schemes to encourage both part-
ners within a  couple to adapt temporarily 
their working hours to their private needs 
(possibly with a  temporary reduction of 
working hours), as opposed to one individual 
working full-time and the other not working 
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directly related to human rights protection. By 
promoting an economy of well-being, policymak-
ers can improve and reinforce both the economy 
and overall levels of well-being. Policy coherence 
is a  strategy for integrating the economic, envi-
ronmental and social dimensions at all stages of 
policymaking to achieve the common goals of 
building an inclusive economy of well-being and 
supporting a range of social rights (as outlined in 
the European Pillar of Social Rights and the SDGs). 
The approach emphasises the need to establish 
long-term cooperation among diverse actors on 
key societal issues and to ensure that different 
policy measures do not conflict with one another. 
In particular, policies should provide everyone 
with a  fair opportunity to attain their full health 
potential, given that the ‘conditions in which peo-
ple are born, live, work and age’ (Marmot, 2010, 
page 37) affect an individual’s health status and 
can reinforce health inequalities. Currently, the 
effects of macroeconomic and structural policies 
at EU/national level can undermine the achieve-
ment of more socially oriented policies.

Intended audience. Member State govern-
ments (in particular, ministries with responsi-
bility for economic, employment, environmen-
tal, social and health policy) and the European 
Commission.

Example actions at EU level

�� Comprehensively link the implementation of 
the European Pillar of Social Rights to the 
European Semester process.

Example actions at Member State level

�� Ensure that workers can request or use flex-
ible work arrangements, such as flexible 
working hours, remote working, care giving 
and taking leave, to ensure work–life balance.

Example actions at EU and Member State 
levels

�� Establish governance mechanisms that 
ensure policy coherence at Member State 
and EU levels for building an inclusive econ-
omy and supporting more effective social 

rights. The social partners have a particularly 
important role to play in this process.

�� Make mental and physical health a  visible 
aspect of employment and social policy at 
EU and Member State levels, bearing in mind 
the fact that health inequality mirrors (gen-
der) inequality in material conditions and in 
the wider social and political structures of 
societies.

�� Work to ensure that the transition to 
a  greener economy is of equal benefit to 
women and men.

3.2.	� Ensuring gender-responsive 
public infrastructures, social 
protection and services

Design social protection and taxation systems 
to foster women’s economic independence 
and tackle forms of poverty that particularly 
affect them

Based on key findings 
from areas:

A  F  H  L 

Rationale. The austerity measures taken after 
2008 have had a  lingering adverse impact on 
women through public sector cuts (a sector 
dominated by women), and social protection 
systems have become less effective at protect-
ing women from poverty and social exclusion. 
Austerity policies also contributed to increases 
in child poverty.

In this context, it is important to note that in 
some Member States (1) tax systems discrimi-
nate against the partner who earns less (most 
often women), which can create disincentives 
to enter the labour market; (2) means-tested 
benefits are delivered at the household level, 
linking women’s entitlement to their partner’s 
status/income and possibly undermining their 
economic independence; (3) certain pensions 
systems disadvantage those in non-stand-
ard forms of employment and those who take 
career breaks because of caring responsibili-
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ties (with women the majority in each of these 
groups).

Intended audience. Member State govern-
ments (in particular, ministries with responsibil-
ity for social protection and finance, including 
pensions and taxation) and the European Com-
mission.

Example actions at EU level

�� Expand research on closing the gender pen-
sion gap, as the topic of pensions and the 
gendered effects of their design remains 
under-studied. Further monitoring of the 
gender pension gap should be established 
as part of the European Semester process.

�� The European Parliament resolution on gen-
der equality in taxation should be rolled out 
as a  roadmap and monitored by the Euro-
pean Commission.

Example actions at Member State level

�� Design social protection systems to ensure 
that all adults within a household have access 
to their own source of income, through work 
or individualised forms of social protection.

�� Raise minimum levels of social protection 
(social assistance, minimum guaranteed pen-
sions, housing benefits, child benefits) to at 
least the level of AROP, as this will effectively 
lift many women and their children out of 
poverty. Social partner organisations can 
play an important consultative role in deter-
mining these levels.

�� Provide universal child benefits at adequate 
levels to all (families with) children, as these 
are proven to be effective in reducing pov-
erty among groups that include (but are not 
limited to) children, lone mothers and those 
experiencing in-work poverty.

�� Abolish joint taxation of couples (married and 
otherwise) in favour of individualised taxation 
to promote a more gender-equal division of 
labour within households and equal control 
over economic resources.

�� Building on existing evidence of the scale 
of the gender pension gap, provide pension 
credits to compensate for time spent in car-
ing roles, with a  view to reducing gender 
pension gaps (and, by association, the gen-
der gap in old-age poverty).

�� Guarantee an adequate minimum pension 
for all, especially for workers in non-stand-
ard employment (self-employment, part-time 
and temporary employment).

Ensure safe, affordable, accessible and sus-
tainable public infrastructure that benefits 
women and men equally

Based on key 
findings from 
areas:

A	 	C	 	 F	 	H	 	J	  

K	 	L	

Rationale. Public infrastructure is often 
designed without consideration for gender (and 
other characteristics), which can disadvantage 
women, older people, migrant women, people 
with disabilities, people from LGBTQI* com-
munities and others. This is true of both social 
infrastructure, such as childcare, and physi-
cal infrastructure, such as transport, ICT and 
energy provision. For example, women are less 
likely than men to own cars, meaning that pub-
lic transport plays an especially important role 
in facilitating their access to the labour market, 
care and other services. However, such gen-
dered patterns are seldom considered when 
implementing transport policies.

Although women show more concern about 
environmental issues such as climate change, 
their voices and needs are often ignored in the 
area of energy efficiency/provision and they 
(particularly lone mothers) are more vulnerable 
to energy poverty. In future years, it will become 
important to ensure that digital technologies — 
crucial to the economy and transforming the 
delivery of a  range of public services  — are 
equally accessible to women and men.

Intended audience. Member State govern-
ments (all ministries with responsibility for 
designing public infrastructure including those 
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responsible for transport, ICT and energy pol-
icy) and the European Commission.

Example actions

�� Consult diverse groups of users, including the 
most vulnerable groups of women and girls 
(such as migrant women and girls, women 
with low incomes, older women, and women 
and girls with disabilities), during the design 
process of public infrastructure to take their 
different needs into account.

�� Conduct impact evaluations from a  gender 
perspective when designing and introducing 
new public infrastructure.

�� Share both successful and unsuccessful 
practices to improve the evidence base on 
gender-sensitive public infrastructure. This 
would usefully raise awareness of the impor-
tance of such infrastructure for gender 
equality, going beyond the usual considera-
tions of public services and social protection.

Provide access to quality, appropriate and uni-
versal healthcare services for all women and 
girls, in particular those from minority groups

Based on key findings 
from areas:

A  C  I  L 

Rationale. Health services and medical research 
do not always reflect gender health needs of the 
EU population. Unmet health needs are particu-
larly acute for some groups of women and girls, 
including migrant, asylum-seeking and Roma 
women and girls, women and girls with disa-
bilities, and women from the LGBTQI* commu-
nity. In some countries, for instance, the rights 
of Roma women have been violated through 
forced sterilisation. Foreign nationals can face 
certain barriers to accessing healthcare, such as 
language barriers, financial costs, legal restric-
tions and lack of awareness of available services. 
Pregnant refugees and migrants in Europe may 

not have access to antenatal care, which may 
explain the higher risks of maternal mortality 
among migrant women in Europe. People from 
the LGBTQI* community can face difficulties in 
using or accessing healthcare services, primar-
ily because their needs are being ignored or 
they (justifiably) fear negative reactions.

Intended audience. EU Institutions and Mem-
ber State governments (in particular, health 
ministries).

Example actions at EU level

�� Ensure that implementation of the Clinical 
Trials Regulation (EU No 536/2014, 2018) con-
tributes to balanced representation of both 
women and men in clinical trials.

Example actions at Member State level

�� Ensure access to medicines and services that 
reflect gendered health needs, for example 
prenatal and maternity services, hormonal 
contraception and abortion.

�� Promote greater physical accessibility of 
healthcare services, for example for those 
with physical disabilities and for transgender 
people (who may require safe access to gen-
der-neutral bathrooms, for example).

�� Consider targeted initiatives to increase 
access to healthcare services among vulner-
able groups, such as providing multilingual 
information on the availability of healthcare 
services (including at asylum reception cen-
tres) and having interpreters to accompany 
migrants to healthcare appointments where 
there may be language barriers.

�� Provide relevant training to healthcare profes-
sionals to ensure adequate and gender-sensi-
tive responses to the healthcare needs of vul-
nerable groups, including LGBTQI* individu-
als, Roma women and girls, and girls at risk of 
FGM (or who have undergone the practice).




