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Women in the current recession. Challenges and Opportunities

1. Commonalities and differences with previous recessions : the position of women

The current economic situation presents a number of challenges to European economies and policy 
makers. Indeed the crisis has been described as being different to previous recessions in severity 
and impact. One key difference about this recession is that the impact is likely to be more evenly 
shared by women and men. In 2007, just before the recession set in, women accounted for 44% of 
total  employment  in  the  EU in  2007,  a  much  greater  proportion  than  in  any  of  the  post-war 
recessions (Chart  1). The corresponding growth of dual earning couples means that many more 
households rely on two incomes to make ends meet.  In 2007 sixty-one percent of couples with or 
without children relied on doubling earning in the 26  EU-SILC countries reporting income data (24 
Members plus Norway and Iceland),  with peaks of 76 and 77% in Norway and Sweden1.  

Figure 1.  Women’s employment in the current and past recessions

F emale S hare o f  E mp lo yment D uring  P as t and  P res ent 
R eces s io ns

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

1973 1979 1983 1987 1990 1998 2007 2008

EU15

New M ember S tates*

  Source: Eurostat 

As a result,  the impact of female job loss has a significant knock-on effect on household incomes 
whether they are single female-headed or dual earner households. Indeed male job loss in dual 
earning households creates female breadwinners and thus the impact of labour market inequalities 
along gender lines are felt not only by individual women but by the whole household. 

Some basic mechanisms of this crisis have commonalities with the previous recessions.   It is well 
established that job losses (and gains) for women in comparison to men depend on how well female 
dominated occupations and industries fare in downturns compared to male jobs. For the previous 
recessions a number of studies has documented that women of industrialized countries such as 
France (Bernard and Gauvin 1988), Italy (Bettio 1988),  the UK (Rubery 1988) , or the USA 
(Humphries 1988; William 1985; Goodman et. Al 1993)  have been sheltered from job losses by 
concentration in service occupations or in public type of jobs .  Segregation has diminished in the 
meantime but is still an important mechanism that drives comparative job losses and gains (Bettio 

1*University of Siena, University of Grenoble, University of Trento; European Network of Experts ‘Employment and 
Gender Equality Issues’ (http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/emplweb/gender_equality)

t    Survey of Income and Living Conditions (SILC) for 2007, own calculations.



and Verashchagina 2009). However, current outcomes differ in relation to the past as well as 
between  the developed  and the developing world 

2. Job losses, paid employment and unpaid work
 

In the EU and the USA, employment losses are higher for men because the hardest hit sectors since 
the crisis begun beside the financial sector are manufacturing, construction and transport where 
male workers still account for the  largest employment share. Between the first quarters of 2008 and 
2009, the overall employment rate in the EU (27) has gone down by nearly 1 percentage point 
(0.8%), but much more for men than for women (1.4 versus 0.2: Figure 2). Unlike in the previous 
recessions, however, public administration reports the fourth largest  planned net job losses, after 
manufacturing, transport, and the financial sector (Figure 2); and it is highly feminized. In heavy 
loss countries like Hungary or Romania, the impact of the recession compounds jobs cuts 
undertaken in  response to pre-existing budget deficits. That employment for women was able to 
contain losses in spite of greater vulnerability of traditionally feminized job areas is also a sign of 
much stronger labour force attachment on their part.

In large parts of the developing world, however,  the tendency for women to be concentrated in 
agriculture, tourism and export oriented manufacturing is  believed  to expose them more than men 
to job loss, with the exception of East Asia (ILO 2009:32;  Antonopoulos 2009).   

Figure 2. Net, planned job losses in the EU, 2008 and 2009 
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There are additional  indications that, while female (paid) work remains comparatively insulated 
from the impact of the crisis, the traditional factors of protection are weakening.   Calculations for 
the USA show that the drop in the employment rate for women between March 2007 and February 
2009 is the worst recorded in any recession since the late sixties, whereas, as of February 2009,  the 
worst drop in the male rate was recorded in the recession of the early eighties (between  May 1979 
and December  1982: Smith 2009, Table 4). 



While paid work declines for men and women in a recession, unpaid work is expected to increase 
worldwide in order to make up for reduced earnings or fewer financial resources during 
unemployment (Antonopoulos, 2009).  Given that the contribution to unpaid work  is still highly 
asymmetrical, more unpaid work means that women actually work more at home, unseen by 
statistics. Budget cuts at local or national levels compound the problem as social services are, if 
anything, more at risk of being slashed. 
 
Figure 3. Change in employment rates, by sex between 2008 and 2009.

Percentage point change in employment rates, Q1 2008- Q1 2009

-8

-7

-6

-5

-4

-3

-2

-1

0

1

2
EU27

 

BE 
BG 

CZ 
DK 

DE 
EE 

IE
 

GR 
ES 

FR
 

IT
 

CY 
LV 

LT 
LU 

HU 
M

T 
NL 

AT 
PL 

PT 
RO 

SI
 

SK 
FI

 
SE

 
UK 

HR 
TR 

IS
 

NO 

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 p

oi
nt

 c
ha

ng
e  

 .

Female Male Total

Source: Eurostat

3. Visibility and unemployment

As with unpaid work, there are important issues of  visibility and legitimacy. Higher job losses for 
men obscure the increase for women as well as the combined impact on family budgets. There is a 
risk that men are seen as the legitimate holders of jobs when they are in short supply and Seguino’s 
(2009) analysis of the World Values Survey found this view was held by 42% of respondents. In EU 
states the more recent past has seen efforts to encourage women to leave the labour market when 
there has been low demand for labour via long-leave schemes and income transfers, encouraging a 
(re)adoption of a traditional division of labour. We can draw on evidence of the promotion of stay-
at-home parenting from Central and Eastern European countries during the transition, as both 
facilities to support working parents and available jobs declined (Paci 2002). 

Hasty analysis of unemployment trends in the media often adds to poor visibility.   In Europe 
official male unemployment has now caught up with female unemployment, a regrettable case of 
‘equality’. In June this year the unemployment rate stood at 8.8% for men and women in EU27, but 
the increase for men was much stronger: 2.5 points since May 2008 against 1.6 points for women. 
Over the past four months, however,  unemployment rates have risen at the same pace for men and 
women (about 0.1 percentage point per month) indicating that the crisis has now spread to all 
sectors.  For 15 member countries,  moreover, rates for women were higher than those for men 
when unemployment started to rise (May 2008 ) and remained higher (Table 1).   

More importantly, unemployment statistics may not tell the full story.  During a period of poor job 
prospects  women are more likely than men to leave registered or official unemployment status. 
Other may enter employment, in order to sustain family income, but this is more likely to occur at 
low levels of income (Baden 1993). Still others may transit from formal to informal employment as 
a survival strategy, especially among female migrants who have grown apace over the past decades 
in Europe. The net result is that official statistics may not capture  the true extent of women’s 
unemployment.  



Some argue that the very notion of  ‘unemployed person’ may lead to underestimation for women 
(Nyberg in Smith, 2009), specifically with reference to so-called involuntary part-timers. These are 
employees working part-time because they cannot find a full-time job who might equally be 
considered ‘part-time unemployed’ – indeed in some Member States  they receive some 
unemployment benefit in recognition of this. Data for Sweden, for example, show that the number 
of women in part-time unemployment is higher than the number of full-time unemployed - men and 
women - and has increased during past recessions . 

Table 1. Comparative level of unemployment by sex in 2008 and 2009

 Female unemployment greater than 
male unemployment May 2008 

Male unemployment greater than 
female unemployment May 2008 

Female unemployment greater than 
male unemployment May 09 

Belgium, Czech Republic, Greece, 
Spain, France, Italy, Cyprus, 
Poland, Portugal, Luxembourg, 
Malta, Netherlands, Austria*, 
Slovakia, Slovenia 

 

Male unemployment greater than 
female unemployment May 09 

Bulgaria, Denmark, Hungary, 
Finland, Latvia, Sweden 

Estonia, Germany, Ireland, 
Lithuania, Romania, UK,  

 
Eurostat 

On average, unemployed women  receive lower income-replacement benefits because their work 
histories is less continuous, their earnings are lower, or because they tend to be overrepresented 
among first-time job seekers who lack eligibility in practically all member states.   According to the  
results of  simulations carried out by means of the OECD tax-benefit model,  among single persons 
eligible to unemployment benefits women are entitled to payment some 11% lower than that for 
men solely because their previous earnings are lower2. Since the gender gap in earnings is more 
limited for single people and the likelihood of interrupted work history is higher for women, the 
gender  disparity in unemployment benefits is almost certainly higher  than 11% in the population at 
large. This ought to be no small concern in general, and more so in countries where benefits are 
close to the subsistence minimum (Bettio and Verashachagina 2009: Chapter 3).

4. Some pressing issues

Migration flows and possible increases in informal labour are among the pressing issues of this 
recession, with marked gender effects. In Ireland, for example, the recession is feminizing the 
population of migrants.  Between 2006 and 2008 the female share of net migration jumped from 
42% to 68% , reflecting a steeper fall in immigration among men as employment opportunities in 
the construction sector were the hardest hit (Barry, in Smith (2009).  Worldwide, however, trends 
for migrant returnees may be more balanced  as women they comprise at least 50 per cent of 
migrant worker flows from Africa and Latin America and up to 75 and 80 per cent from parts of 
South and Southeast Asia (Lubrani 2009).

The informal economy is expected to grow across countries (ILO 2009) bringing with it an increase 
in “vulnerable employment”. This is a newly introduced concept by the ILO, describing people who 
are employed under relatively precarious circumstances, who lack access to social protection and 
are more exposed to economic fluctuations. It is calculated as the sum of own-account workers and 
unpaid family workers and, on a global basis, it includes proportionately more women (52.7% in 

2  Non weighted average for 25 European countries, 2007. The non weighted, average gap in earnings between single 
men and women in these countries amounts to 13. 7. 



2007). Recently, not only the ILO but also  the International Organization of Employers (IOE) have 
expressed concern about the risk that informal employment, fuelled by the crisis, may reverse some 
of the recent gains towards more equitable labour market outcomes for women and men in 
developed as well as developing countries (IOE, media release 17/6/09)
 
Additional pressing issues are women (and men) in atypical jobs and pregnant women.  According 
to an authoritative British newspaper,  charities, legal firms and campaign groups report a sharp 
increase in complaints from women of unfair selection procedures, as well as covert techniques 
used by employers to drive out pregnant women, such as altering working hours or refusing flexible 
working requests (Hopkins and Sunderland 2009). Across Europe we have seen temporary workers 
lose their jobs as they are first to be “laid off” upon expiration of their contracts but also the 
proportion of temps increase in the limited number of new hires. Similarly, robust part-time 
employment figures disguises a growth in workers who could not find full-time work (see above). 

5. Policy risks

There are a number of risks in the policy responses to the crisis risk adopted by Member States, 
potentially jeopardising advances made in women’s employment or the enhanced status of equality 
in recent years.  

Gender equality is at risk if the downturn is used as a reason to slowdown progress on equality 
policies  or  to  rethink  ‘expensive’ policies  that  help  women  on  the  labour  market.  We  have 
previously seen incentives to leave the labour market used to reduced female labour supply – for 
example long-leave schemes – when the focus has been on male unemployment rates. Implicitly 
these are used to encourage women to (re)adopt a traditional division of labour and, although there 
is  no  evidence  of  women  wanting  to  change  their  labour  supply  patterns,  such  policies  risk 
reversing advances made in women’s employment against Lisbon targets. 

Cuts in public sector spending tend to reduce paid employment for women in favour of  unpaid 
work, as noted. Within the EU (but also in the USA) expansionary measures that have been 
undertaken so far tend to benefit more men than women as they prioritized the financial sector or 
firms and industries with higher jobs losses. In order to pay for stimulus packages, however, public 
expenditure has been cut in countries like Hungary, Italy, Belgium and Cyprus, with a consequent 
reduction in services (Villa and Smith 2009).   

At the organisational level, some employers may be tempted to limit or cut policies that aid women. 
However, this approach may have longer-term consequences for retention of skilled labour as well 
as aggregate  levels  of female employment.  Concession  bargaining,  while protecting jobs in the 
short run, may risk a negative impact on equality if it is not recognised that women are already 
more likely to be employed in flexible jobs, be lower paid and/or work shorter hours  

6. Policy challenges and opportunities
 
In sum, the current crisis is affecting both women and men, although it does so differently. While 
both sexes are fully part of the problem the challenge is to make women part of the solution, as the 
Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities for Men and Women recently recognized (Advisory 
Committee 2009). 

The Committee openly states that this is made difficult by poor or no representation of women in 
top financial and economic institutions throughout the Union. No national Central Bank is governed 
by a woman, and the three European level banks -   Central Bank, Investment Bank and Investment 



Fund – feature no more than 16% women in decision-making position.  One might also surmise 
that, since there is evidence that women are more risk averse and less overconfident than men 
(Eckel 2008 ), the financial crisis might have been less severe if more women were leading private 
or public banks and financial institutions!

Since autumn 2008  governments of Member States have taken measures to counteract the crisis, 
including financial support to individuals, employment related assistance, direct support to the 
financial sector, to specialised industries such as tourism and to large industries and businesses in 
sectors like motor vehicles, agriculture and fisheries. In their answer to surveys and questionnaires 
administered by the Commission, however, few Member States have indicated that gender impact 
assessment is carried out when developing new policies.  To put it more bluntly, the gender 
perspective is missing in the overwhelming majority of recovery plans, so far (Villa and Smith 
2009).
 
Yet, times of crisis are also ‘transformative moments’ (Seguino 2009), when taking up challenges 
pays off.  The broad challenge that EU countries face is to explicitly recognize that any policy, 
needs auditing and monitoring of the differential impact on women and men, including 
‘emergency’ measures to face crisis.  The specific challenge is to envisage policy packages  that 
foster and sustain recovery while taking into account the new realities of women, men, couples and 
families in the labour market. 

In order to lay the foundations for these policies, the Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities 
has offered Member States a rich list of recommendations.   Three policy areas,in particular, pose 
worthwhile challenges, that is , revision of the unemployment benefit system, and  of leave 
provisions, and investment in social infrastructure

The recession makes the pitfalls of both unemployment statistics and income replacement 
provisions stand out. This strengthens the case for modernizing current unemployment benefit 
systems without necessarily increasing budgets.   Options range from the introduction of flat rate 
payments in order to reduce disparities in benefits, to transition to universal forms of benefits.  

Also, men might be less reluctant to take up care during downturn if the alternative is to lose the job 
altogether. Why not use the crisis to step up incentives for men to be homemakers or caring fathers, 
especially if their partner is in employment?

The main road to recovery, however,  is via investment. Social infrastructure ought to be 
incorporated into public works programmes alongside or even in preference to investment in 
physical infrastructure. Not only is this consistent with the European Social Model but it is also 
gathering increasing consensus around the world thanks to efficiency in job creation. Antonopoulos 
reports that  ‘A  research project on South Africa’s direct job creation program (UNDP Gender  
Team/Levy Institute Project 2008)  has shown that the employment, income, and pro-poor growth  
impacts in early-childhood development and home-based care projects are stronger than those in  
infrastructure.  U.S. Treasury Secretary, Timothy Geithner, reported similar findings for the case of  
Japan in the 1990s and, as he aptly put it, “social sector jobs simply deliver more bang for the  
buck” .  The ‘Carefirst’ programme in the UK as well as Finland’s planning for the long term of 
shortages on feminised care areas despite the downturn go in this direction. But more, much more 
can be done by Member States.
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