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Abstract 
 
Upon request by the FEMM committee, this study reveals that gender quotas 
have become the preferred tool at the global level and in Europe to improve 
women's participation in political and economic decision-making. They are 
increasingly used as an efficient tool to increase women’s participation in 
decision-making bodies. The expansion of gender quotas in Europe affects the 
number of countries where they are implemented, the proportion of women they 
target (converging around 40%) and the type of institution they target (political, 
economic, administrative, social).  
This study shows that gender quotas are efficient only when sanctions are an 
integral part of the legislation and that other complementary measures are 
needed to challenge informal rules that perpetuate women’s exclusion from 
decision-making and to remove structural barriers to women’s participation in 
the public sphere. 

 

LIST OF TABLES 
 
TABLE 1  

Regional averages for women’s presence in national legislatures 14 
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1 Eléonore Lépinard (PhD EHESS Paris, France) is associate professor of gender studies at the University of 
Lausanne, Switzerland where she directs the Center for Gender Studies. Her research focuses on gender quotas, 
multiculturalism, intersectionality, social movements, socio-legal studies and feminist theory. She has worked for 
several European comparative research projects on gender equality and on multiculturalism, and has been an 
expert in the network on European Women's Rights. She was a Fulbright scholar at Rutgers University (N.J) and a 
fellow at the Robert Schuman Center for Advanced Studies at the European University Institute (Florence, Italy). 
She is the author of several articles, including prize- wining papers, on gender quotas and minorities' political 
inclusion, as well as a monograph on the French constitutional reform for gender parity. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Women’s full citizenship and inclusion as equal members of the social, economic and 
political community implies their active participation in decision-making bodies in all 
spheres of social life. Equal civil, social and political rights must be accompanied by fair 
representation and participation in decision-making bodies that shape public policies, 
economic strategies and civil society activities.  
 
However, entrenched historical and structural gender inequalities in the vast majority of 
societal institutions, including in particular horizontal and vertical gender segregation in the 
labour market and the unequal distribution of domestic/caring work between women and 
men, prevent women’s full participation in decision-making bodies.  
 
Acting on the fact that, despite having achieved equal social, civil and political rights, 
women are still vastly under-represented in decision-making bodies, an increasing number 
of states have decided to use their prerogatives to impose gender quotas in order to 
achieve gender balance in decision making. 
 
Initially focusing on political institutions with the implementation of electoral gender quotas, 
quotas are now also found for public bodies (ministerial committees, public institutions 
advisory boards etc.) and for corporate boards at private and public companies. 
 
The diffusion and prevalence of gender quotas internationally and in Europe makes it 
possible to assess their efficiency in increasing women’s participation in decision-making 
bodies.  
 
Data show that legislated gender quotas followed by sanctions in cases of non-
compliance are an efficient tool to increase women’s participation in various 
decision-making bodies (political assemblies, bureaucracies, executive commissions, 
company boards, unions etc.). While gender quotas that include tough sanctions are proven 
to be efficient, voluntary measures or soft quotas without sanctions are not. 
 
Gender quotas help redress systemic discrimination against women in selection, nomination 
and promotion processes. They also help combat gender stereotypes and provide role 
models for young women. They promote gender equality norms and contribute to broader 
social transformation. 
 
While gender quotas help combat discrimination against women in recruitment/promotion 
processes, they should also be complemented with other measures to challenge informal 
rules that disadvantage women, especially in political parties, and to contribute to the 
structural changes that are necessary to overcome the multiple forms of discrimination that 
contribute to women’s exclusion from decision-making bodies. 
 
Such complementary measures include outreach, training, and capacity building for political 
parties that can be regulated through public financing rules, and improvement of benefits 
for political representatives and gender balance in media coverage of political campaigns. 
 
The moment seems ripe in Europe today for the European Parliament to push for the 
Directive on Women on Boards to be adopted. Moreover, European Union (EU) institutions 
should continue to encourage Member states (MS) and political parties to actively promote 
women’s participation in all types of decision-making bodies. 
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Finally, despite being entrenched in EU law since 1976, positive action is too often 
perceived by national Courts as contradictory with equal treatment. Moreover, the ECJ’s 
jurisprudence allows positive action only under strict conditions. Therefore, there is a need 
for the European Commission to develop guidelines and tools for member states on how to 
interpret and apply the provisions of Article 157,4 TFEU to avoid setbacks in the application 
of gender quotas which can be qualified as a unique and efficient way to bring women to 
the table where decisions are taken.  
 

1. INTERNATIONAL AND EUROPEAN CONTEXT 

KEY FINDINGS 

x Gender quotas have become the preferred tool at the global level and in Europe to 
improve women’s participation in political and economic decision-making.  

x Initially implemented mostly for electoral politics, gender quotas are now used to 
promote women’s participation in other types of institutions such as public 
administration, corporate boards, universities, etc. 

x However, important disparities persist between quota types, in their modalities of 
implementation, and in their efficiency across political parties, countries and regions. 

x Other measures can help to increase women’s participation in decision-making 
bodies but they have proven to be less effective than quotas. 

 

1.1 Quota types 
 

Quotas are a form of positive action aimed at redressing gender imbalance through 
mechanisms establishing a target (minimum percentage) to be reached. It can imply 
sanctions such as dissolution of the company for corporate boards quotas (Norway), or 
refusal to register a ballot for elections (France, Belgium, Spain). When sanctions make the 
quota compulsory it can be labelled a hard quota. When targets are vague and/or sanctions 
are weak, leaving room for non-compliance, quotas can be called soft quotas.  
 
Gender quotas target four main domains of decision making: political decision making, 
politico-administrative decision making, economic decision making, and societal decision 
making: 
 
For the political domain gender quotas consist in policies requiring the inclusion of a 
certain number of women as candidates or elected representatives. It is common to 
distinguish between three types of mechanisms used to ensure women’s presence: 
voluntary party quotas (VPQ), legislated electoral quotas (LEQ, also called legal quotas) 
and reserved seats (RS) (Dalherup 2006, 2007, Krook 2009). VPQ are voluntary measures 
that political parties decide to implement in electoral lists of candidates and/or for their 
various internal consultative and executive commissions. LEQ are legal provisions setting a 
minimum proportion of female candidates or, in gender-neutral terms, a minimum or 
maximum proportion of either sex for electoral candidates. Finally, RS allot a certain 



Policy Department C: Citizens' Rights and Constitutional Affairs 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 12

number of seats to particular groups, in this case women, ensuring their presence in the 
assembly. RS are mostly present in African or Middle-Eastern countries and often consist in 
a very small number of elected women. VPQ and LEQ are the most common types of 
quotas found in European countries. It is to be noted that VPQ are, in the vast majority of 
cases, especially in Europe, implemented by left-wing parties, and less so by right-wing 
ones. LEQ and VPQ are sometimes referred to as first generation quotas (Holli 2011). 
 
In the politico-administrative realm, gender quotas take the form of a minimum 
percentage to be reached in various decision-making bodies (ministerial committees and 
commissions in corporatist systems such as Finland or Norway, advisory boards of public 
institutions, intercommunal organizations, state agencies) or in nominations to high civil 
service functions (for example in France). Public body quotas (PBQ) apply to committees or 
structures carrying executive powers or not, that are not directly elected but rather 
composed of appointed members or members indirectly elected. Although implemented for 
several decades in some Nordic countries, PBQ are less well known than LEQ. However, 
many European countries are rapidly adopting them. Since they appeared in the Nordic 
countries after VPQ, PBQ are sometimes referred to as second generation quotas (Holli 
2011).  
 
In the economic sphere gender quotas mainly target the corporate boards of private and 
public companies mandating a minimum percentage of women or in gender neutral terms a 
minimum percentage of each gender. Following the example of Norway, several European 
countries have adopted corporate board quotas (CBQ) in the 2000s and 2010s, making 
Europe a leading region for this type of quota (Fagan et al. 2012, Teigen 2012, Oliveira and 
Gondek 2014). CBQ are sometimes referred to as third generation quotas (Holli 2011).  
 
Finally, a more recent and less know generation of gender quotas target the executive 
organs of institutions with a public service or social mission, such as universities, trade 
unions or sports federations. Less well known, these quotas are nevertheless used in 
several European countries today. 
 

1.2 Diffusion and prevalence of gender quotas 
 
Since the 1990s, many international and European conventions have adopted and 
reiterated women’s participation in political and economic decision making as an urgent and 
legitimate goal to be pursued, including through positive action.2  
 
In 2012, Michele Bachelet, at the time Executive Director of UN Women, placed women’s 
political participation and economic empowerment as a ‘top priority’ for the organization. 
However, the target of 30 per cent women in decision-making bodies by 1995, - according to 
the UN Economic and Social Council in 1990 - is still far from being met.  
 
Largely part of this worldwide trend to enhance women’s empowerment, gender quotas 
have become the preferred tool to promote women’s equal participation in 
decision-making bodies in the political as well as the economic spheres. This 
suggests that the absence of women from all traditionally male domains of power, and not 

                                                 
2 The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action adopted by the Fourth World Conference on Women: Action for 
Equality, Development and Peace, 15 September 19951995, Council of Europe resolution 1825 and declaration on 
gender balance in political representation as early as 1986, EU recommendations, European Commission’s action 
program on women in decision making (COM 90/449), European Council’s recommendation (including 96/694/CE). 
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just politics, is increasingly seen as being in tension with modern notions of gender equality, 
democracy and good governance. Often perceived as a “fast track” (Dahlerup and 
Friedenval 2005) way to achieve gender equality and as a potent instrument to tackle the 
structural roots of gender inequalities, political gender quotas have been largely adopted in 
various regions of the world - initially in Latin America at the beginning of the 1990s, then in 
Europe and Africa (with 31 African countries out of 48 displaying some quota scheme), as 
well as in various political contexts (consolidated democracies, authoritarian regimes, post-
conflict transitions and more recently post-Arab Spring reforms). 
 
The expansion of gender quotas is three fold. It affects: 
 

x the number of countries where they are implemented 

x the proportion of either sex to be represented in decision-making bodies (with a 
convergence around a 40/60 balance) 

x the type of institutions in which quotas are to be implemented: national legislature, 
local and regional councils, European parliamentary delegations, intercommunal 
executives, ministerial appointed executive, standing and advisory committees and 
delegations, boards of public institutions council for the judiciary, public broadcasting 
agencies, trade unions’ internal commissions, chambers of commerce, sports 
federation, corporate and advisory boards of privately and publicly owned 
companies. 

 
Although governments are the highest political decision-making body, no country has 
adopted a legal gender quota targeting their composition. Global statistics indicate that in 
2012, the Nordic countries had the highest percentage of women ministers (at 48.4%), 
followed by the Americas (21.4%, up 3 points from 2005). The region with the third highest 
percentage of women ministers was sub-Saharan Africa at 20.4%, up 3% since 2005. In 
Europe, the percentage of women ministers was 15.3%. In the Pacific, the percentage of 
women ministers was 11.5%, followed by Asia at 10.5%, and the Arab States at 7%.3 In 
many countries that have adopted LEQ or PBQ, such as Spain, France, Italy, and Nordic 
countries, governments have been increasingly gender balanced. 

1.2.1 Legislated electoral quotas globally and in Europe 
 

In 2014, women constitute 21.9% of the members of national parliaments (MPs) around 
the world, however their presence in national legislatures varies greatly across the globe. EU-
28 average of women in single/lower house is above slightly above the world average, with 
28% but still far from gender balance (understood as 40/60). 

 

                                                 
3 UN Women, “Michelle Bachelet Highlights Quotas to Accelerate Women’s Political Participation”, Remarks of 
Michelle Bachelet, Executive Director of UN Women at the Press Conference on Women in Politics, 2 February 
2012, available at http://www.unwomen.org/2012/03/michelle-bachelet-highlights-quotas-to-accelerate-womens-
political-participation/ See also the map Women in Politics: 2012 by UN Women and Inter-Parliamentary Union, 
available at http://www.ipu.org/pdf/publications/wmnmap12_en.pdf 
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Table 1: Regional averages for women’s presence in national legislatures 
 

Region Single House or 
Lower House  

Upper House or 
Senate 

Both Houses 
combined 

 
Nordic countries 42.1% -- -- 

Americas 25.8% 26.4% 25.9% 

EU-28 28.0% 25.0% 27.0% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 22.6% 19.8% 22.2% 

Asia 19.0% 13.9% 18.5% 

Arab states 17.8% 7.7% 15.9% 

Pacific 13.4% 38.6% 16.2% 

Source: Interparliamentary Union (2014) accessed at www.ipu.org/wmn-f/world.htm. And European Commission 
(2014) http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/gender-decision-making/database/politics/national-
parliaments/index_en.htm 

 
Today, 56 countries from all regions of the world implement a form of LEQ for their national 
legislature (single/lower House and/or Upper House) and/or for sub-national elections. In 
total LEQ and/or VPQ are found in more than 90 countries around the globe in 2014. The 
pace of adoption of these policy measures is accelerating: over the last 15 years, more 
than 50 countries have adopted electoral reforms to implement gender quotas.4 Gender 
quota reform is often an on-going process: in many countries such as Mexico, France or 
Argentina, quotas are being redesigned to increase their efficiency – most often, though not 
always, targeting higher numbers. 
 
Eight EU member states currently implement LEQ for national legislative elections (Belgium, 
France, Greece, Ireland, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain)5, while in 14 EU countries at least 
one political party sitting in Parliament implements a VPQ (Austria, Czech Republic, Cyprus, 
Germany, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Luxemburg, Malta, Netherlands, United Kingdom, 
Romania, Slovakia, Sweden).  
 
As Table 2 in the annex shows, ranging from 44.5% female MPs (Sweden, ranking 4th in the 
world) to 9.5% in Hungary (ranking 127th), the EU displays a large variety when it comes to 
women’s representation. However, it should be noted that variation across parties is at 
least as important as between countries (Wängnerud, 2009). In particular, historically left-
wing parties have promoted women as candidates in far greater numbers than right-wing 
parties. However, in Central Europe and the Balkans, the situation shows that evolution is 
possible. Today centre-right-wing parties that identify with Western politics and liberalism 
promote more women than left-wing parties (Rashkova and Zankina, 2013). 

                                                 
4 Quota Project, Global Database of Quotas for Women, International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 
Assistance (IDEA), Stockholm University and Inter-Parliamentary Union, available at 
http://www.quotaproject.org/aboutQuotas.cfm 
5 ibid. 



Women in political and economic decision-making 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 15

1.2.2 Public bodies quotas in Europe 
 
Contrary to LEQ, there is no systematic data collection or study of the prevalence of PBQ 
in EU member states or at the global level. Finland, Norway, Denmark, Germany, Iceland, 
Slovenia, Poland, Austria, Belgium, Greece and France have some kind of PBQ, with often a 
target of 40% women in ministerial standing and/or executive committees, in nominations 
for high civil servants, and in various public bodies such as advisory councils of state 
agencies. Sweden has a principle of fair balance without setting a specific target. While some 
countries apply PBQ across the board to many politico-administrative offices and bodies 
(Finland, Norway, France, Germany), others have PBQ for only one domain (e.g. in Poland for 
advisory committees at the Minister of Education and Science). However, PBQ in one domain 
may spill over to others. 
 
Whereas LEQ are generally adopted after large mobilization by women in political parties and 
outside (in women’s rights organizations) and their allies, PBQ are on the contrary often the 
result of a top-down process. Countries that have applied LEQ and have learned from this 
experience tend to expand quota mechanisms to other spheres such as the public 
administration. PBQ are usually very efficient in reaching their target because state 
bureaucracies tend to be law abiding. France is a case in point. The gender gap in public 
service was particularly stark with 59.8% women in the public service workforce and only 
21% women in managing positions in 2009. A 2012 reform imposed a 40% quota for 
appointments to all advisory/supervisory boards in public services as well as for nominations 
to the highest ranks of public service function, to be reached in a 5-year framework (2013-
2018).  

1.2.3 Corporate boards quotas in Europe 
 
Following Norway’s CBQ, introduced in 2003, 13 of the OECD countries have adopted CBQ 
including 7 EU member states.6 This rapid wave of diffusion (Teigen 2012) transformed 
Europe into the leader for this type of quota worldwide. At the European level, the 
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe adopted in 2011 Resolution 1825 on More 
women in economic and social decision-making bodies. It states: “The Assembly has on 
several occasions advocated the adoption of positive measures, including quotas geared to 
promoting access for women in the political arena (…) The Assembly believes that the 
experience of quotas could be advantageously transposed to the private sector and socio-
economic domain”. Building on these developments, in November 2012, the European 
Commission presented a draft legislation with an objective of 40% female members for 
publicly listed companies by 2020.  
 
Data for women on boards are heterogeneous and not collected by official/governmental 
agencies in a consistent fashion. Relying on existing data one can note that, except for 
Sweden, the countries with highest percentage of women board members are those 
applying a hard quota with sanctions, while countries applying soft quotas, without 
sanctions, have not seen similar increase of women’s presence (see Table 3 in the annex). 
Again, available data show important disparities across Europe when it comes to women’s 
presence on company boards. 
 
 

                                                 
6 Spain adopted a quota law in 2007, France, Italy, Belgium, Austria and the Netherlands adopted quota laws in 
2011, Denmark adopted a soft quota law in 2013, Finland and Ireland adopted a quota for state-owned companies 
in 2004. 
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CBQ target different companies depending on the national context. They can target 
executive or non-executive board members depending on the legislation and on the 
national corporate law that defines how boards operate. Size is used as a relevant criteria 
(number of employees or number of seats on boards or amount of capital) with largest 
companies subjected to stronger quotas and small or medium-small companies exempted 
(as is the case in France, Belgium and Spain) (Walby 2013). Ownership of the company is 
also an important factor with state-owned companies and companies with the state holding 
a majority of shares subjected to CBQ more easily so as to set the example (Walby 2013, 
Meier 2013). 

1.2.4 Quotas beyond legislatures and corporate boards 
 
Some countries have expanded quota mechanisms to other types of decision-making 
institutions, targeting civil society and publicly financed institutions such as 
universities. Austria, France and some German Länder have legislated in favour of quotas 
for Universities’ (professorship nominations and executive commissions). In July 2014, 
France has also legislated to impose quotas for sports federations.  
 
In some countries civil society actors have adopted quota schemes without legislative 
pressure. In 2007 the Austrian trade union associations adopted a voluntary ‘relational 
quota’ (proportional to female membership) for its executive organs. In Germany, following 
the debate on CBQ women journalists have founded the initiative ‘ProQuote’ and women 
doctors the initiative ‘ProQuote Medizin’ to demand equal representation on the top posts 
of their professions. 
 

1.3 Measures other than gender quotas to increase women’s 
participation in political and economic decision-making 

 
Other measures can help improve women’s participation in decision-making bodies. These 
include outreach, mentoring and training to find suitable candidates for leadership 
positions. In the political realm, measures also include party regulations with respect to 
funding, campaigns, registration of parties and electoral administration (Childs 2013). 
 
Good practices in politics include (Childs 2013, Freidenvall 2013): 
 

x Including gender equality in parties’ constitutions (Costa Rica 2009 law makes party 
registration dependent on equality principle). 

x Increasing female voter turn out where a gender gap exists (Serbia, G17 Plus Party). 

x Increasing presence of women in political campaigns (materials, broadcasts etc. as 
in South Africa ANC 2009 campaign).  

x Channelling party funds to train women (Brazil Da Silva, 20% of public funds for 
party research must go to groups that work with women). 

x Supporting parties that implement gender mainstreaming (Spain, PSOE internal 
policy) and train their members on overt and covert gender discrimination (Social 
democrats in Sweden). 

x Collecting data on sex ratio inside parties. 

x Promoting and integrating parties’ women’s sections and women’s forums and 
conventions (UNDP/NDI 2012 recommendation). 
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x Promoting women’s participation and leadership in politics through training (Panama 
10% of public funding received for training must be allocated to train women, Mexico 
2% of public funding must be for training, promotion and development of women’s 
political leadership). 

x Reviewing party expenditure for gender impact (prompted by UNDP/NDI 2012). 

x Developing mentoring, women-only trainings and outreach (PDIP Indonesia, Liberal 
party Canada, UK Conservative Party’s Women2win, UK liberal democrats 50:50 
campaign). 

x Formalizing candidate selection procedures. 

x Limiting nomination/primary contest expenditure (UNDP/NDI 2012 
recommendation). 

x Regulating media coverage of campaigns for gender balance. 

x Public or party financing of child care expenses during electoral campaign and 
activities linked to political mandates (Social democrats in Nordic countries). 

x Improving pension schemes and family/parental/sickness leaves for elected 
representatives. 

x Implementing policies to fight sexual harassment during political campaigns and in 
political institutions. 

 

These measures are crucial but do not substitute for gender quotas, in particular 
with regard to their effectiveness. 
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2. STRENGTHS OF GENDER QUOTAS 

KEY FINDINGS 

x Legislated gender quotas are an efficient tool to increase women’s presence in 
decision-making bodies when sanctions are an integral part of the legislation. 

x Where no gender quotas are in place the situation of women in decision-making 
bodies is unlikely to evolve positively. 

x Gender quotas are a simple tool that can be applied to various decision-making 
bodies. 

x Gender quotas are an efficient tool to break the glass ceiling, to combat gender 
discrimination and to diversify decision-making bodies. 

x Numerous international and European recommendations and soft laws support the 
use of gender quotas. 

x Gender quotas lead to important public debates about good governance, gender 
equality and democracy. They contribute to placing gender equality issues on the 
political agenda and to monitoring gender inequalities. 

x Gender quotas can lead to a strengthening of legal norms regarding gender equality. 

 

2.1 Strength in numbers: Bringing women in 
 
The diffusion of gender quotas across the globe attests to their perception as an efficient 
tool to redress gender imbalance.  
 
In 2013, 9 out of the 10 countries in the world that witnessed the largest increase of female 
MPs implemented a form of quota (source: IPU). 
 
Of the 12 EU countries with less women MPs only 1 (Greece) had a LEQ in place for the last 
elections, whereas of the 16 countries with the most women MPs, 6 implement a form of 
LEQ.  
 
Countries in Europe with traditionally low female presence in legislature, such as France, 
Belgium, Portugal, Spain, Slovenia, Poland or Greece have significantly improved their 
historically very low numbers of female MPs thanks to LEQ. Research in the Balkans also 
shows that the presence of a LEQ is the best predictor of a higher number of women in the 
Parliament (Rashkova and Zankina 2009). 
 
Stories of leap change in the EU include: 
 

x Belgium with a jump from 12% women in the legislature in 1995 to 23.3% in 1999 
to 35.3% in 2003 and 39.4% in 2014 
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x France with a jump of 20 points in local elections at both the regional and the 
municipal level with 48% women regional councillors since 2010 and 48% women 
municipal councillors since 2008 in cities over 3500 inhabitants. 

x Slovenia with a leap from 12.2% of women in Parliament in 2004 to 34.4% in 2014. 

 

Examples in South America, such as Argentina or Mexico, confirm that LEQ can radically alter 
the composition of political assemblies, even in a context of traditional gender roles and 
historically weak presence of women in the political sphere. 
 
However, As table 2 shows, the existence of a LEQ is no absolute guarantee to achieve high 
numbers of women in decision-making bodies, since 4 countries with LEQ are bellow the 30% 
threshold of women in Parliament. 
 
A significant body of research has focused on the implementation of LEQ in order to measure 
and evaluate their efficiency.  
 
Several factors account for a LEQ’s efficiency in reaching its target. Among those are the 
quota design within the electoral system (district magnitude, placement mandate), the 
threshold of representation (30, 40, 50%), the sanctions that come with non-compliance 
and the support from institutional and political actors (Baldez 2004, Paxton and Hughes 
2007, Krook 2009, Schwindt-Bayer 2009). Scholars have noted that a high threshold 
(minimum of 40%) and a placement mandate (PM), also called rank-order rule, are 
crucial for LEQ to be effective. Indeed, in the absence of a PM, female candidates tend to 
be at the bottom of ballots, i.e. in positions with scarce chances to be elected. A low 
threshold (1/3) with no PM may lead to no women at all being elected despite the fact that 
all parties will have complied with the LEQ. For example in 2011 in Poland, due to a low 
threshold (35%) and no PM, the number of women candidates for legislative elections 
doubled thanks to the recent quota law, but the number of female deputies only rose 3 
points (from 21% to 24%). 
 
Hence, in many countries, the minimum percentage of women imposed by the LEQ is 
coupled with PM taking the form of a zipper (one man/one woman on the whole list, e.g. in 
France) or through sections of the list (e.g. in Spain, in every 5 posts on the list the 40/60 
balance must be respected). 
 
Plurality/majority systems are often considered inimical to the implementation of gender 
quotas, compared with the List PR system. However, a 2013 French electoral reform for 
local elections introduced a ticket system (one man/one woman) for local ‘general 
councils’.7  
 
A crucial dimension of the quota design is the sanction included for non-compliance. The 
efficiency of LEQ, when they include sanctions for non-compliance, is beyond 
doubt. They get women in political decision making in higher numbers and at a faster 
rate.8 

                                                 
7 Former electoral districts have been paired and in each new district (which is two times bigger than the former 
ones), a man and a woman will be present on the ballot, ensuring the outcome of 50% women elected. 
8 Nordic countries, which have the highest levels in the world of women’s representation, are sometimes referred 
to as an example of how women’s presence in political decision-making bodies can be improved without coercive 
measures. However, they are certainly an exception rather than a rule to follow. Indeed, 1/ the majority of Nordic 
left-wing parties and center-right parties did implement VPQ as early as the 1970s, 2/ being corporatist countries 
political power in Nordic countries is also located in appointed standing committees, and Finland, Norway, Iceland 
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For electoral quotas, sanctions can come in the form of rejection of the list by the 
competent legal authority, or in the form of financial penalties. While the former is a strong 
sanction and has proved efficient in Belgium, France, Poland or Slovenia, the latter is much 
less efficient as the French case suggests (see below). 
 
If LEQ are not always efficient in bringing large numbers of women into decision-making 
bodies, especially when they are soft quotas, where no quota exists the situation of 
women in decision-making bodies is unlikely to evolve at all. During the last parliamentary 
elections in the EU/European Economic Area (EEA) region, 7 countries experienced a 
decrease in women’s presence (Austria, Liechtenstein, Iceland, Estonia, Sweden, the 
Netherlands and Hungary) (Freidenvall 2013). None of them implement LEQ. Hence, 
gender quotas can also prevent setbacks (e.g. when parties with fewer female candidates 
win elections). 
 
In a similar fashion, in Germany and the UK, where parties implement VPQ but no LEQ 
exist, the pace of increase of women’s presence in the Lower House is stalling and since the 
mid-1990s women make up around 20% of MPs in the UK and 32% in Germany. In the UK, 
the 2010 elections saw only a 4.5% increase of women’s presence compared to 1997. At 
this pace, it will take decades to reach a gender-balance, assuming no setback occurs. 
 
Similarly the correlation between the existence of a hard CBQ legislation and the presence 
of women on boards is very high in Europe. Where there is no CBQ with sanctions, 
women do not get on companies’ boards in the same number, nor at the same 
pace. 
 

2.2 Strength in bringing positive social change 
 
While gender quotas might not always bring in the expected high number of women they 
bring other positive side effects such as breaking stereotypes and gender segregation, 
enabling a fairer representation of women’s interests, and diversifying candidate pools. 

2.2.1 Breaking stereotypes and gender segregation 
 
A traditional argument against gender quotas is that there is no pool of competent female 
candidates, whether for elected representatives or board members. The successful and 
rapid implementation of LEQ, PBQ and CBQ in France, Norway, Spain, Belgium etc. is proof 
to the contrary. In fact, rather than confirming the argument that there is a problem with 
the supply of competent women, gender quotas draw attention to the problems that comes 
from the demand side, such as biases in selection processes, direct and indirect 
discrimination in nomination and promotion, as well as recruitment which favours similar 
profiles and experience when recruiting and decreases diversity in decision-making bodies 
(Lawless and Fox 2005). 
 
Hence gender quotas appear as an important way, if not the only one, in which 
gender discrimination in recruitment and promotion processes can be redressed.  
Whereas opponents to CBQ in many European countries argue that there is a lack of 
qualified women, the implementation of CBQ in France show that women board members 

                                                                                                                                                            
and Denmark have applied PBQ to those decision-making bodies, and 3/ several Nordic countries implement CBQ 
to increase women’s presence on company boards 
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are as highly qualified as their male peers with similar levels of educational achievements, 
similar experiences in ministerial cabinets and similar international experience9. 
 
Moreover, gender quotas can also lead to gender desegregation. For example, PBQ in 
Norway, Finland and France have led to the increase of women’s presence in traditionally 
male domains such as Defence Ministries and industrial portfolios. In most countries, LEQ 
do not lead to such desegregation and women continue to be assigned to traditionally 
female portfolios such as social and family affairs, health, education or culture. Still, gender 
quotas increase women’s legitimate right to positions of decision-makers and applying 
quotas to parliamentary committees can redress this segregation. 
 
Gender quotas also ensure that young women have female role models to inspire them, 
an important factor to ensure that women develop ambition and thrive to “lean in” 
(Sandberg and Scovell, 2013, Verge and La Fuente, 2014). 
 
Gender quotas also lead to more diverse decision-making bodies. Research has shown 
that diversity in decision-making bodies may lead to better decision processes. By bringing 
diverse experiences and expertise to the table, diversity might help facing uncertainty and 
may lead to better outcomes (Watson et al., 1993). In France the implementation of LEQ 
has led to lower the average age of deputies with younger women being elected MPs. 
Similarly, CBQ have led to the recruitment of more foreign female board members and 
younger board members since this obligation to recruit new members has encouraged 
companies to internationalize their boards and, so to say, "to inject new blood".10  
 
Both in Norway and in France, the introduction of CBQ led to more transparency in 
the recruitment process of board members, with the formulation of selection criteria. 
The need to look for board members outside the ‘old boys network’ contributes to the 
professionalization of board members. 

2.2.2 Improving the representation of women’s interests and promoting gender 
equality policies 

 

Many supporters of gender quotas advocate that women’s presence in decision-making 
bodies will not only improve governance in general but will also benefit women in the form 
of public policies addressing their needs and interests (Beijing Declaration, 1995). Research 
on the relationship between women’s presence in parliaments and the development of 
gender equality policies shows that overall female politicians contribute to strengthen the 
position of women’s interests in the parliamentary process (Wängnerud, 2009). In 
particular: 

x Female representatives tend to be more supportive of women’s interests (e.g. civic, 
political, economic rights and health issues, as evidenced in Québec, Belgium, and 
Argentina) 

x Female representatives more often sponsor women’s rights bills (as evidenced in 
Argentina, Belgium, Columbia, Costa-Rica and the United States)  

 

                                                 
9 2014 study from the Observatoire de la parité dans les Conseils d’administrations, ESC Dijon, accessible at 
www.observatoire-parite.eu  
10 Ibid. 
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2.3 Strength in norms: gender quotas, gender equality, 
governance and democracy 

 
By increasing the presence of women in decision-making bodies, gender quotas also 
contribute to changes in social norms. Indeed, they spur debates about gender 
equality, good governance and democracy. In France and in Slovenia it is notable that 
gender quota altered public perception of how democratic governance and inclusive 
democracy should look like (Lépinard, 2007; Antic Gaber, 2011).  
 
In fact, despite initial rejection of gender quotas, in many countries, once they are adopted 
economic and political actors adapt to the new reality and recognize positive changes 
brought by an increased presence of women in decision-making bodies. 
 
The implementation of gender quotas implies monitoring of gender gaps in various 
decision-making bodies. This monitoring can lead to the creation of bureaucratic structures 
in charge of collecting data and evaluating progress, or can put in charge already existing 
structures (such as electoral tribunals in Mexico or Equality bodies). In both cases, the fact 
that administrative actors are in charge of monitoring leads to greater awareness of 
progress and gaps, to identifying obstacles to women’s participation, and to designing new 
public policies to remedy the situation. Hence it stimulates new gender equality policies. 
 
When constitutional debates around gender quotas are resolved with a positive outcome, 
i.e. the approval of positive action in the form of quotas by the highest courts, legal 
gender equality norms are reinforced. Indeed, approval of gender quotas entrenches a 
substantive conception of equality as equality of outcome in the legal order, paving the way 
for more positive measures for women (Rodriguez-Ruiz and Rubio-Marin, 2009).  
 
Moreover, by affirming that the power to decide should be fairly distributed between men 
and women, gender parity quotas (understood as at least a 40/60 distribution) contribute 
to erode the traditional association of men with the public sphere and of women with the 
private sphere (caring/domestic work). Gender quotas aiming at parity therefore provide 
new social norms for governance and democracy (Rodriguez-Ruiz and Rubio-Marin, 2008). 
However, a principle of gender balance in decision-making has the potential to disconnect 
the exclusive link between politics and men only if, reciprocally, men are increasingly 
invested with responsibilities in the private sphere.11 
 

                                                 
11 See Resolution 1825 of the Council of Europe’s Parliamentary Assembly states on women’s participation to 
decision-making bodies stating that states should “introduce positive measures to ensure reconciliation of private 
and working life, in particular as regards parental leave, balanced participation of women and men in family life 
(…)”.  
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3. WEAKNESSES OF GENDER QUOTAS 

KEY FINDINGS 

x Soft quotas (with no sanctions) are not efficient. 

x Voluntary party quotas show wide disparities between left-wing and right-wing 
parties. 

x Gender quotas do not challenge informal rules that perpetuate gender inequalities 
inside institutions. 

x Other complementary measures are needed to ensure that women’s participation in 
decision-making bodies leads to positive changes with respect to structural gender 
inequalities.  

 

3.1 Soft quotas almost never work 
 
Examples throughout Europe show that when measures to improve women’s presence are 
soft, i.e. unspecified, with low targets, no sanctions and/or only voluntary, they tend 
to be less efficient or not efficient at all. 
 
Unspecified: For example when Slovenia introduced in 1994 a provision in its law on 
political parties in order to promote the election of women in the National Assembly the 
provision was worded in the following terms: “the party shall define in its statute a method 
for ensuring equal opportunities in nominating candidates for the elections”. This provision 
proved totally inefficient in increasing the number of women elected. 
 
Similarly for PBQ in Germany, the 2001 Federal Equality Law did not impose quotas but a 
rule of selecting women when they are underrepresented in the unit and have equal 
qualifications with male candidates. The percentage of women in the Federal Administration 
has (slowly) increased to now 30% but in 2009 only 3% of Deputy State Secretaries in 
Federal Ministries were women. The law was changed in 2009 to introduce quotas. 
 
Low targets: When Slovenia passed an electoral reform to introduce quotas for legislative 
elections it applied a 25% quota for the next election (2008) and only 13.3% women were 
elected. The law increased the quota to 35% for the next round (2011) in which 32.2% 
women got elected. In Greece the low threshold of most LEQ (1/3 of either) explains, along 
with other factors, the relatively poor results of the 2001 law with only 21% women MPs. 
 
No or small sanctions: Financial sanctions are less efficient than rejection of the 
candidate lists. In France, the Parity Law for the Lower House includes only financial 
sanctions which allow parties to circumvent the law. The right-wing UMP paid around 20 
million Euros due to its non-compliance with parity in candidacies in the 2012 legislative 
elections. In 2014 a law was passed to double the fines for non-compliance. 
 
In Norway, the CBQ law did not imply sanction at first between 2003 and 2005. During this 
period, women’s presence on boards increased only from 6% to 12%. Then the 
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government made CBQ compulsory (embedded in the 2003 law, with sanctions going all 
the way to dissolution of the company if it did not comply) and between 2005 and 2008 
women’s presence rose from 12 to 36% and finally reached 40% in 2009. 
 
Similarly, while the Spanish 2007 Equality law includes a 40% quota for publicly listed 
companies’ boards in an 8 years period, it does not include sanctions for non-compliance 
but only incentives (priority for government contracts and equality award from 
government). In 2004 women represented 3.6% of board members in publicly listed 
companies, in 2006 6.0%, and in 2013 they represent only 15.9% of corporate board 
members. Spain is still below the European average, and the 40% goal by 2015 will no 
doubt not be reached. 
 
PBQ are not exempt from the rule that the absence of sanction makes gender quotas 
inefficient. In Belgium a first gender quotas act was adopted in 1990 for federal advisory 
committees but no sanction applied for non-compliance. This law had no impact and female 
nominations were not taken seriously. In 1997 a new law was adopted with the sanction 
that mandate would remain vacant until they were filled with candidates of the right sex.  
 
Voluntary: In March 2011 the Vice-President of the European Commission, Ms. Viviane 
Reding, asked companies listed in the stock exchanges in the EU to commit to increase the 
proportion of women on their boards to 30% by 2015 and 40% by 2020. However, a year 
later the situation had not significantly improved. The pledge to increase the number of 
women on company boards was signed by only 24 companies. Moreover, in large publicly 
listed companies, the number of women on boards increased by less than 2 points 
to reach 13.7%, and 40% of that increase was attributable to France which had just 
adopted compulsory legislation (Oliveira and Gondek 2014) 
 
Similarly, German voluntary ‘flexi-quotas’ for corporate boards show that without 
constraint, companies nominate women in non-decision-making bodies. Indeed, 
There is an important discrepancy between the percentage of female non-executive board 
members in the DAX 30 (19.7%) and the number of those women who are executive board 
members (only 7.8%) 
 
Experiments with financial incentives in Georgia and Croatia (Freidenvall 2013) show that 
they are not efficient in making political parties nominate more women in political 
leadership.  
 

3.2 Quotas are differently applied across the political spectrum  
 
In Europe VPQ are usually well implemented by parties which have adopted them 
(Freidenvall et al. 2014), however, VPQ are mostly adopted by left-wing parties and quotas 
thresholds vary, leading to an unequal representation of women across the political 
spectrum. 
 
In the UK only the Labour party implements a VPQ with a system of All Women Shortlists 
(AWS). Conservatives and Liberal Democrats have not been reached by a ‘quota contagion’ 
with the result that in 2001 101 of the 120 female MPs were from the Labour Party, and 
from then until 2010 Labour had always more women MPs than all the other parties 
combined.   
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In Germany left-wing parties (German Greens and Social Democrats) have adopted strong 
VPQ in the 1980s (respectively 50% and 40% for candidate lists and inner-party offices) 
while the CDU and CSU have softer quotas (30% and 40%) that can be circumvented 
without any sanction, and the liberal FDP has no quota. Accordingly, in 2010 while the CSU 
and CDU had respectively 13% and 18% of female MPs, the SPD and the Greens had 
respectively 38% and 53% female MPs.12 However it should be noted that weak 
implementation of VPQ also happens in left-wing parties at the local level: in North-Rhine 
Westfalia the SPD follows its own quota rules in only 12.9% of the electoral districts. 
 

3.3 Quotas: floor or ceiling? 
 
As noted by Freidenvall et al. For the 2014 European elections, ‘a trend in party with quotas 
lower than 50 per cent is that the share of men/women on party lists generally does not (or 
just slightly) exceed the stipulated quota level.’ This is true both for LEQ and VPQ.  
 

3.4 Quotas aim at a moving target 
 
Political power tends to relocate to institutions where LEQ do not apply (such as 
intercommunal executives at the local level in France). Finnish scholar Anne-Maria Holli has 
argued that in Finland the adoption of quotas at the local level (communal committees) 
contributed to the transfer of power away from local democratic structures. Only 
parliamentary standing committees have not lost their power, and they are exempt from 
quota rules. In these cases a new round of legislative reform (enacted in 2013 in 
France), applying gender quotas to these institutions is needed to make them efficient in 
bringing women to where the power really is.  
 

3.5 Beyond quotas: challenging gender dominance and 
segregation 

 
While gender quotas get women into decision-making bodies, they do not alter the very 
structures that have kept women outside of those institutions for so long. In particular, 
research shows that, with equal credentials, women are less likely than men to perceive 
themselves as qualified to run for office (Lawless and Fox 2005) and are more likely to be 
discouraged to run for office by office holders or party officials (Sanbonmatsu et al. 2009). 
Moreover, sociological research shows that in organizations, formal rules (about 
nomination, promotion, credit for accomplishments, retribution etc.) cohabit with informal 
rules, that is “socially shared rules, (…) that are enforced outside of officially sanctioned 
channels” (Helmke and Levitsky 2004). While the former might be altered in order to bring 
in women thanks to positive action such as quotas, the latter are harder to challenge 
because they are not perceived as rules and are not made explicit. The historical exclusion 
of women from political parties or corporate boards has made these organizations 
‘institutionally sexist’ (Lovenduski 2005). Generally, party elites are predominantly male 
and tend to perceive women as an ‘outgroup’. They assess individual women candidates by 

                                                 
12 Parties’ willingness to implement LEQ to their fullest extent also varies across the political spectrum. For the 
2012 French legislative elections, while 44.8% of left-wing parties candidates and 36.7% of their elected MPs were 
women, right-wing parties presented only 38.4% female candidates, mostly in unwinnable constituencies since 
only 12.8% of their elected MPs were women. As a result, in 2012 there were slightly fewer women candidates 
(40%) than in the previous legislative elections in 2007 (41.6%). 
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using stereotypes leading them to judge women as less politically capable and to distribute 
campaign budgets and nomination accordingly (Niven 1998). Hence, the feminization of 
parties brought about by soft or hard quotas may not translate into evenly distributed 
resources and recognition. 
 
A recent study on women in Catalan political parties shows that women across parties find 
that norms for expressing oneself in an authoritative manner in party reunions and when 
competing for party office disadvantage women. Consistent with a wide array of 
psychological and management research on the evaluation of women in the workplace (e.g. 
Heilman and Okimoto, 2007), research on women in politics reveals that expectations of 
assertiveness clash with traditional feminine gender norms and traps female party 
members in an impossible double bind: be feminine or be listened to. This in turn leads to 
constant insecurity and feeling of inappropriateness inside the party (Verge and La Fuente, 
2014).  
 
Research also shows that in various contexts such as India, the UK, Scotland, Catalonia and 
France, gendered rituals (e.g. late and long hours meetings, gender segregation of 
portfolios), "over-surveillance" of women’s performance by party colleagues, informal 
sanctions when women display ambition (e.g. absence of support for campaign) and 
informal networks excluding women (late hours and/or male only sociability) impact 
adversely on women’s careers inside political parties (Kenny, 2013; Observatoire Parité, 
2012; Puwar, 2004; Verge and La Fuente, 2014). It deters them from actively seeking 
nomination or re-election and leads to higher turnover of female elected representatives. A 
recent study reveals that women’s careers in European regional parliaments (Catalonia, 
Saxony, Scotland, Flanders and Wallonia) are considerably shorter than those of their male 
peers (Vanlangenakker et al. 2013). 
 
A high turnover of female politicians has wide implications: women tend to have shorter 
political careers, they cannot accumulate experience and mandates and cannot reach the 
highest spheres of decision making and influence in the same numbers as men. The higher 
risk of not being re-elected also adversely affects women's pensions rights as 
representatives and imply much more the need to re-integrate into the labour market after 
the end of their careers. High turnover also means that women who face inimical party 
culture do not have the resources to challenge and change informal rules and party culture. 
Finally research also shows that LEQ do not automatically lead to equal resources for 
female and male candidates. Indeed, in Belgium, despite the efficient implementation of 
LEQ, women candidates (for senatorial elections in the Flemish region) obtain worst 
average positions on lists than men, and inferior campaign expenses (Wauters et al. 2014). 
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4. OPPORTUNITIES FOR WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN 
POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC DECISION MAKING  

KEY FINDINGS 

x Momentum has built in Europe for action by EU institutions to promote gender 
quotas in political and economic decision-making. 

x The EU is a crucial actor to help sustain women’s networks mobilizing for gender 
balance in decision making and expertise on gender equality. 

x Following recommendation from the Council of Europe, reforms in gender quotas 
should be articulated with reforms on paternity leave and gender equality 
monitoring. 

x Complementary measures can help boost quotas’ effectiveness and contribute to 
greater gender equality. 

 

4.1 A momentum for action at the European level 
 
Since former Commissioner Viviane Reding’s proposal and the adoption by a large majority 
of the European Parliament (on November 20th 2013) of a 40% CBQ that would apply to 
non-executive board members of EU-listed companies in first reading, the case for CBQ has 
further increased. The success of both French and Norwegian CBQ show that the pool of 
competent women exists and that CBQ spur companies to diversify their boards. Positive 
feedback from French large and medium-sized companies shows that the CBQ is perceived 
as an opportunity to renew the board with younger and more internationally versed 
members. 
 
While the German Government opposed the proposal, today the German landscape looks 
different. On September 21, 2012, the Bundesrat proposed a federal law that would require 
20% women on corporate boards by 2018 and 40% by 2023. The Bundesrat initiative 
includes heavy fines for noncompliance such as tax increases and public disclosure. New 
legislation, with a probable CBQ around 30% is expected to be adopted by the end of 2014. 
 
To fully seize the opportunity related to the European Commission’s proposal, it should be 
amended to include as well that CBQs should also apply to executive board members. 
Furthermore, the future EU Directive should also include the obligation for enterprises to 
establish a gender equality plan to be regularly reviewed by the board. By means 
of example, the 2011 French law instituting CBQ regulates that each year progress should 
be monitored regarding the nomination of board members and gender equality at large in 
the company (hiring, promotion, salaries etc.). Boards, soon to be gender-balanced, are to 
review annually the plan and monitor progress. This mechanism may be an effective means 
to induce a trickle-down effect of CBQ, from the board to top and middle management.  
 
With respect to the political sphere, unfortunately, the negotiations on the revised 
Regulation governing political parties at European level and the rules regarding their 
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funding13, will not oblige European political parties to establish rules on the "promotion of 
gender balance in its general assembly, in its governing bodies and in the composition of 
electoral lists" as proposed by the Committee on Constitutional Affairs. As this Regulation is 
also connected to a new act on the financing of political parties, this can be regarded as a 
missed opportunity to establish hard rules on gender balance in political parties on the 
European level.  
 

4.2 A central role for EU institutions 
 
Equality between men and women is one of the founding principles of the EU since the 
Treaty of Rome. EU’s commitment to gender equality has been strengthened with various 
instruments referring in particular to women’s participation in decision-making.14 EU anti-
discrimination directive and the subsequent creation of Equality bodies at the national level 
have been of crucial importance to put upgrade gender equality legislations and monitor 
progress. 
 
Research has shown that women’s mobilization is key in the adoption of VPQ and LEQ 
(Lépinard 2007, Antic Gaber 2011). The EU’s role in these mobilizations has been influential 
in many countries that have passed gender quota laws, including Spain, Belgium, France, 
Slovenia and Poland. Indeed, in all these countries, women’s activists advocating for 
women’s access to decision-making used European soft law and normative discourse in 
favour of gender equality and gender balance to influence national political elites and the 
wider public.  
 
Financial support for women’s rights/human rights organization in the framework of the 
Rights and Citizenship Programme 2014-2020 is of particular import in Eastern European 
countries and has proved instrumental in Slovenia and Poland, two countries with gender 
quota laws. In countries such as Poland, support from the EU has also led to the 
participation as experts of members from women’s rights NGOs in government programs 
(Sledzinska-Simon and Bodnar, 2014).  
 
Furthermore, the European political sphere is a crucial space to influence political parties 
and diffuse good practices. The 50/50 campaign for gender balance in the 2014 European 
Election, co-sponsored by the European Women’s Lobby and various European political 
parties is a good example of coordinated action at the European level to encourage a 
‘contagion effect’ (increasing the number of women candidates) between parties.  
 
Finally, support from the EU also comes in the form of expertise on gender equality and 
data collection. The existence of the European Institute for Gender Equality and the 
financing of expert networks appear crucial in promoting gender balance in decision-
making. 

 

                                                 
13 See OEIL, European Parliament website, procedure 2012/0237 (COD): first reading agreement of 16/4/2014 on 
the Regulation of the European Parliament and the Council on the statute and funding of European political parties 
and European political foundations, repealing Regulation (EC) No 2004/2003. 
14 The European Commission sponsored and expert network on gender balance in decision-making (1991-1996), 
and in its Road Map for Equality between Women and Men (2006-2009) equal participation in politics is listed as a 
top priority. In March 2010 the Commission adopted the Women’s Charter, which stresses again the importance of 
gender balance in decision-making. The Commission’s Strategy for Equality 2010-2015 also targets decision-
making (see also note 1 p. 8). 
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4.3 Articulating gender-balance and diversity 
 
Efforts towards gender-balance in decision-making should not be perceived as contradictory 
with efforts towards more diverse and more representative decision-making bodies. 
Indeed, research shows that demand for gender representation may encourage demand for 
the representation of other historically disadvantaged groups (e.g. in Belgium or the 
Netherlands, see Celis and Erzeel 2013) and that gender quotas can be particularly 
beneficial for minority women. 
 

5. THREATS TO WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN POLITICAL 
AND ECONOMIC DECISION MAKING  

KEY FINDINGS 

x Gender Quotas saw setbacks in some Member States through rulings of 
Constitutional Courts which adopted a narrow interpretation of the principle of 
gender equality. 

x The ECJ ruling on positive action imposes strict conditions to the implementation and 
scope of gender quotas. 

x Setbacks with respect to women’s participation in political and economic decision 
making is perceptible in countries where parties that put gender equality into 
question are on the rise. 

 

5.1 High Courts: allies or enemies? 

5.1.1 Constitutional principle of equality and LEQ 
 
In several countries, such as Austria, Italy, France or Slovenia, Constitutional Courts 
initially opposed positive action in the form of LEQ on the ground that they contradict the 
principle of equal treatment before the law. In all these cases, a constitutional revision was 
necessary to make the adoption of gender quota schemes possible. In the UK a decision by 
a lower court invalidated the Labour AWS in 1996, which led to a new legislation, the 2001 
Sex Discrimination (Election candidates) bill in 2001 to allow them. 
 
These cases show that the principle of a positive action, in the form of a quota or a 
preferential treatment for the under-represented group, is still often perceived as 
contradictory with the principle of individual equal treatment. Oppositions from the 
Courts lead to substantial delays in implementing effective mechanisms to redress 
gender balance in political decision-making. For example, in France the 1982 decision 
striking down quotas invalidated them until 1999. 
 
With respect to European Conventions and Treaties, the situation seems to have stabilized 
with regard to LEQ. In 1998, the Labour UK government was still uncertain if amending the 
Registration of Political Parties Act to make AWS legal would not be challenged under EU 
law or the European Convention on Human Rights (in particular Article 14 on equal 
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treatment and Article 3 to the First Protocol on Free elections covering the right to stand as 
candidates). However, today, in particular since France adopted parity laws in 2000, it 
seems ‘politically impossible’ for the ECJ or the ECtHR to overturn LEQ (Russell 2001). 

5.1.2 The ECJ and positive action: CBQ and PBQ under strict scrutiny 
 
Although the 1976 Equal treatment for Men and Women Directive (76/207/EEC) already 
provided for a positive action clause (Article 2(4)) which stated that “measures aiming at 
removing existing inequalities which affect women’s opportunities” were to be allowed, the 
ECJ was initially reluctant to interpret this clause in a broad manner. In 198815 and 199516, 
it struck down positive action schemes. In particular in the 1995 Kalanke case, the Court 
considered that the individual right to equal treatment of the plaintiff was denied because 
the German Land of Bremen was giving an absolute and unconditional preference to equally 
qualified women. The Court stated that this preference, introduced with the objective to 
reach equal representation at all levels within a department, was going beyond equal 
opportunities and was unacceptable. 
 
This decision led to a change in the EU treaty with a new provision included in 1997 in the 
Amsterdam Treaty to allow for “measures providing for specific advantages in order to 
make it easier for the under-represented sex to pursue vocational activity or to prevent or 
compensate for disadvantages in professional careers”.17  
 
Taking into account the new Treaty provision, the ECJ’s subsequent jurisprudence allowed 
positive action schemes for women in employment/training but always with strict 
cumulative conditions: 1/ there are fewer women than men in the relevant post, 2/both 
female and male candidates are equality qualified, 3/the application of each male candidate 
is subject to an individual assessment using criteria that must not discriminate against 
women and 4/ priority is not automatic and unconditional (Oliveira and Gondek 2014). 
 
This jurisprudence is relevant for PBQ as well as for CBQ since employment as a board 
member falls into the domain of competence of the ECJ.18 Oliveira and Gondek argue that 
the 2013 European Commission proposal of CBQ could successfully pass the ECJ 
review because of its careful wording and provisions as well as the general political context 
in which several EU member states have already adopted CBQs (Oliveira and Gondek, 
2014). 
 

5.2 Women’s political and economic participation put into 
question 

 
Across Europe today, some parties put women’s rights and gender equality into question. 
When these parties enter parliaments, women may lose seats. In Sweden, the entrance to 
the Parliament of the Swedish Democrats explains a decrease in women’s numbers. 
Similarly, in Iceland, a shift to a conservative majority has also seen a decrease in the 
number of women (Freidenvall 2013). 
 

                                                 
15 Case C-312/86 Commission v. France 
16 Case C-540/93 Kalanke, [1995] ECR I-3051. 
17 Article 141(4) of the Treaty establishing the European Community, renumbered 157(4) in the TFEU 
18 Case C-232/09 Danosa [2010] ECR I-11405, paragraphs 66 to 69 
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In Poland, France and Italy, the diffusion and prevalence of a contentious debate on 
`gender theory’ or `gender ideology’ could be detrimental to women’s participation in 
political and economic decision-making. Indeed, movements close to the Catholic Church in 
these three countries have vocally opposed reforms in favour of women’s rights and same-
sex marriage as well as government initiatives in the domain of education to promote 
gender equality. In Poland, the association of gender quotas with ‘gender ideology’ has the 
potential to stall the process of increasing women’s participation in decision-making bodies 
(Sierakowski 2014, Sledzinska-Simon and Bodnar 2014).  
 
It is therefore important that the European institutions continue to promote equality 
between men and women as one of their founding values and principles. The Commission 
will be called upon to closely follow-up the implementation of European anti-discrimination 
law and to enhance the creation of the appropriate institutional mechanisms in the Member 
States in accordance with the recent study published by EIGE to ensure the realisation of 
gender equality in decision-making. 
 

6. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Conclusions 
 
1. Gender quotas have become the preferred tool at the global level and in Europe to 

improve women’s participation in political and economic decision-making. 

2. Numerous international and European recommendations and soft laws support the 
use of gender quotas. 

3. Initially implemented in politics, gender quotas are now used to promote women’s 
participation in other types of institutions such as public administration, corporate 
boards, universities, etc. Gender quotas are and can be applied to a wide range of 
decision-making bodies. 

4. However, important disparities persist between quota types, in their modalities of 
implementation, and in their efficiency across political parties, countries and regions. 
In particular VPQ show wide disparities between left-wing and right-wing parties. 

5. Other measures can help to increase women’s participation in decision-making 
bodies but they have proven to be less effective than quotas. 

6. Legislated gender quotas are an efficient tool to increase women’s presence in 
decision-making bodies when sanctions are an integral part of the legislation. Where 
no gender quotas are in place the situation of women in decision-making bodies is 
unlikely to evolve positively.  

7. Soft LEQ (with no sanctions) are not efficient. ‘Comply or explain’ rules which aim at 
encouraging companies to nominate more women on their boards (Spain, Denmark, 
Poland) do not work efficiently 

8. Gender quotas are an efficient tool to break the glass ceiling, to combat gender 
discrimination and to diversify decision-making bodies. 

9. Gender quotas lead to important public debates about good governance, gender 
equality and democracy. They contribute to placing gender equality issues on the 
political agenda and to monitoring gender inequalities. 

10. Gender quotas can lead to a strengthening of legal norms regarding gender equality. 
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11. However, gender quotas do not challenge informal rules that perpetuate gender 
inequalities inside institutions. Women’s presence in decision-making bodies does 
not equal women’s effective participation in these bodies. 

12. While women need more encouragement to run for office, they receive less. 

13. Other complementary measures are needed to ensure that women’s participation in 
decision-making bodies leads to positive changes with respect to structural gender 
inequalities.  

14. Momentum has built in Europe for action by EU institutions to promote gender 
quotas in political and economic decision-making. 

15. The EU is a crucial actor to promote the adoption of positive action for women in 
decision-making, including quota, to help sustain women’s networks mobilizing for 
gender balance in decision making and to provide expertise on gender equality. 

16. Following recommendation from the Council of Europe, reforms in gender quotas 
should be articulated with reforms on paternity leave and gender equality 
monitoring. 

17. Constitutional Courts sometimes pose obstacles to gender quotas by adopting a 
narrow interpretation of the principle of gender equality. 

18. Setbacks with respect to women’s participation in political and economic decision 
making is perceptible in countries where parties that put gender equality into 
question are on the rise. 

 

6.2 Recommendations 
 
The European Parliament should: 
 
1. Continue to raise awareness about women’s under-representation in decision-

making bodies and encourage the adoption of strategies and action plans including 
gender quotas mechanisms. 

2. Encourage the further entrenchment of positive action in EU treaties. 

3. Initiate discussions on action plans with national parliaments regarding the adoption 
of LEQ (designed with a minimum threshold of 40%, a PM and including sanctions 
for non-compliance). 

4. Promote the adoption of a 40% VPQ by political parties for their inner decision 
making bodies and their candidate lists. 

5. Promote the adoption by political parties of gender equality as a founding principle 
in their inner constitution. 

6. Encourage national parliaments to: 

a. Reform national legislations to make political party registration dependent on 
the adoption of a gender equality clause in parties’ statutes. 

b. Adopt pension schemes for political representatives which take into account 
differences between female and male office holders. 

c. Adopt maternity/parental/sickness leaves and make available day-care 
facilities for political representatives. 

d. Take into account the differences of male and female members of parliament 
regarding measures for the return to the job market after the end of a 
political mandate. 
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e. Regulate and monitor gender balance in media coverage of electoral 
campaign. 

f. Develop through public financing rules outreach and capacity building for 
women in political parties, including gender training.  

7. Call upon Member States to support the proposal of the Commission on Women on 
Boards and to enter into negotiations with the European Parliament on their first 
reading, go beyond the proposal and extend the application of CBQs to executive 
members of boards as well; 

8. In the meantime, continue to monitor and promote the adoption of gender quotas in 
economic decision-making in general and . 

9. Cooperate with the Commission and the Council to develop strategies, instruments 
and programs to complement gender quotas to promote women’s participation in 
decision-making, such as outreach, training, and capacity building. 

 

The European Commission should: 

1. Continue to cooperate with the Council and the EP for the adoption of the proposed 
Directive; explore the possibility to extend the proposal to cover also executive 
board members of publicly listed companies.. 

2. Provide guidance to the Member States and third parties on how to set up quota 
systems that are in line with ECJ case law. 

3. Cooperate with EIGE regarding continuing monitoring of gender equality in decision-
making in the 28 member states. 

4. Provide EIGE with additional resources to develop indicators regarding gender 
equality in decision-making and to coordinate in-depth studies of 1/resistances to 
women’s participation in decision-making and 2/ the implementation of gender 
quotas where they exist and, 3/ the persistence of informal gendered rules. 

5. Continue to stress the importance of positive action as a necessary complement to 
the principle of equal treatment. 

 

The Council should:  

1. Propose in its reading of the Women on Boards Directive to extend the application of 
the Directive also to executive Board Members; introduce for the same companies 
an obligation to set up a gender equality plan and a compulsory annual gender 
equality report to the board, in order to monitor progress with gender balance on 
the board and in all levels of management inside the company. 

2. Renew its commitment to positive action and a harmonized approach to positive 
action across EU member states. 

 

Political parties’ leadership in Europe should assume their important role for the 
advancement of women in political decision-making by: 

1. Promoting the adoption of VPQ for their inner decision-making bodies and on 
candidate lists. 

2. Encouraging women to assume political mandates and offices in- and outside 
political parties through outreach, training and capacity building.  

3. Taking action to lower the turn-over for female elected representatives. 

4. Collecting and publicize gendered data on party offices including campaign 
financing. 



Policy Department C: Citizens' Rights and Constitutional Affairs 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 34

5. Developing women’s networking and supporting women's groups affiliated to their 
parties. 

6. Amending their Rules of Procedure to sanction sexist behavior and actively combat 
sexual harassment. 
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ANNEX 
Table 2: Women’s representation in national parliaments in the 28 EU Member 
states 
 

Country 
 

Women’s representation 
(single/lower House) Type of quota Electoral system 

Sweden 44.9% (2010) VPQ List PR 

Finland 42.5% (2011) -- List PR 

Belgium 39.3 (2014) LEQ List PR 

Denmark 39.1% (2011) -- List PR 

Netherlands 38.7% (2012) VPQ List PR 

Spain 36.0 (2011) LEQ List PR 

Germany 36.5% (2013) VPQ Mixed 

Austria 33.3% (2013) VPQ List PR 

Slovenia 32.2% (2011) LEQ List PR 

Italy 31.4% (2013) VPQ List PR 

Portugal 29.5% (2011) LEQ List PR 

France 26.8% (2012) LEQ TRS 

Latvia 26% (2014) -- List PR 

Bulgaria 24.6% (2013) -- Mixed 

Poland 24.3% (2011) LEQ List PR 

Lithuania 24.1% (2012) VPQ Mixed 

United Kingdom 22.6% (2010) VPQ FPTP 

Luxemburg 21.6% (2013) VPQ List PR 

Greece 21.0% (2012) LEQ List PR 

Czech Republic 19.5% (2013) VPQ List PR 

Estonia 19.0% (2011) -- List PR 

Slovakia 18.7% (2012) VPQ List PR 

Ireland 15.1% (2011) LEQ* STV 

Malta 14.3% (2013) VPQ STV 

Romania 13.3% (2012) VPQ Mixed 
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Cyprus 10.7% (2011) VPQ List PR 

Hungary 9.5% (2014) VPQ Mixed 

Source: Interparliamentary Union (2014) accessed at www.ipu.org/wmn-f/world.htm. And www.quotaproject.org for 
election data. Freidenvall 2013 for  electoral systems and quota systems.  
*Ireland will apply its LEQ only in 2016 
FPTP= First past the post / List PR= proportional representation system with party lists including several candidates / 
Mixed: combination of List PR and single-member electoral districts / STV= Single Transferable Vote / TRS= Two-
Round System. See IDEA Glossary of terms (http://www.idea.int/esd/glossary.cfm) 
 
 
 
Table 3: Women on corporate boards of publicly listed companies 
 

Region/Country Year CBQ % 

 
EU 28 2013 -- 

17.8% 
(610 largest publicly listed 

companies) 

United States 2013 No 16.9% 
(Fortune 500) 

Norway 2013 Yes 
(40%) since 2008 

40.5% 
(all public limited companies) 

France 2014 
Yes 

Full implementation 
(40%) in 2017 

30% 
(Big-Caps > 1 billion €) 

24.9% 
(Mid-Caps > 150 million €)  

Sweden 2014 No 27.0% 

Finland 2014 Yes 
(40% for State owned companies) 26.8% 

Germany 2012 No 
(only incentives) 

19.7% 
(supervisory boards  

DAX 30) 
7.8% 

(managing boards  
DAX 30) 

Denmark 2013 

Yes 
Self-defined target in a 4 year period but 

no sanction  
for non-compliance 

19.3% 
for all publicly listed companies 

12.8% 
for largest companies 

Netherlands 2014 
Yes 

Full implementation  
(30%) in 2016  

17% 

Spain 2013 

Yes 
Full implementation  

(40%) in 2015 
But no sanction 

 

15.9% 
(publicly listed companies) 

29.5% 
(companies with state 

participation) 
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United Kingdom 2012 No 15% 
(FTSE 100 boards) 

Austria 2014 
Yes 

Full implementation (45%) in 2018  
for companies owned (50%+) by the state 

11.3% 

Belgium 2014 
Yes  

Full implementation 
(1/3)  in 2018 

9.2% 

Italy 2014 

Yes 
Full implementation (33%) in 2015 for 
companies with public participation / 

ownership 

8.2% 

Ireland 2014 
Yes 

40% for state owned companies, no 
sanctions 

8.7% 

Sources: Catalyst (www.catalyst.org/knowledge/women-boards), Statistics Norway (Norway), www.flexi-quote.de 
(Germany), informa 2014 (Spain), Observatoire de la parité dans les conseils d’administration, chair in 
governance, Burgundy Business School (France), Gender balance on corporate boards -  Europe is cracking the 
glass ceiling, European Commission, Brussels, March 2014 (with data of October 2013 covering 610 of the largest 
publicly listed companies from the 28 Member States): http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-
equality/files/documents/140303_factsheet_wob_en.pdf  (EU28) , Fortune 500  
http://www.catalyst.org/media/catalyst-2013-census-fortune-500-still-no-progress-after-years-no-progress 
(United States). Data on CBQ modalities from Sylvia Walby, 2013.  
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Abstract 
 
Upon request by the FEMM Committee, this report examines the current 
situation with respect to the extent of violence against women, it causes and 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Equality between men and women is a fundamental principle of EU law that applies to all 
aspects of our lives. At the same time violence against women is a reflection of the 
inequalities between men and women and an obstacle to achieving the aim of equality and 
a violation of a woman’s fundamental rights. 
 
At the international, EU and Member State level there exists a strong commitment to 
prevent violence against women, to protect and support victims and to prosecute the 
perpetrators. 
 
Despite this, violence remains pervasive in our societies. Over 60 million women have 
experienced physical or sexual violence since the age of 15 with a staggering 103 million 
having experienced sexual harassment. In a 12 month period alone, 13 million women 
were victims of physical violence and almost 4 million of sexual violence2. 
 
Since 1979 and the adoption of the UN Convention on the elimination of all forms of 
discrimination against (CEDAW), legislation and declarations have been adopted on 
numerous aspects of the issue at all levels. Legislative commitments exist in particular 
through the Beijing Platform for Action and the Council of Europe Convention on preventing 
and combating violence against women and domestic violence (which has now entered into 
force). Area specific EU legislation exists with respect to certain crimes such as human 
trafficking and sexual exploitation of children, with respect to the rights of victims of crime 
and with respect to protection measures. 
 
Together, these measures have established broad principles and obligations to eliminate 
violence against women.  
 
However, evidence suggests that improvements are required. Concerns are raised over 
the lack of a co-ordinated and coherent set of policies – something essential in a field 
covering all aspects of society, economy and justice. Furthermore, action has arguably 

                                                 
2 Fundamental Rights Agency (2014), ‘Violence against women: an EU-wide survey’: 
http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2014/vaw-survey-main-results. 
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been too focused on a limited number of issues such as domestic violence or human 
trafficking, at the expense of numerous other relevant crimes and vulnerable groups. 
Finally, despite various commitments, the level and quality of implementation is highly 
variable. This situation is driven or exacerbated by insufficient structural, process and 
outcome indicators, a lack of targets or minimum standards, a lack of detailed, consistent 
and comparable data across the EU, and insufficient monitoring of all violence against 
women commitments. 
 
With the 2010-2015 Gender Equality Strategy, the Beijing Platform for Action due for its 20 
year evaluation and with Member States due to implement a range of EU legislation 
relevant to violence against women, the coming two years provide an important 
opportunity to regain the momentum and to develop a clear vision for how the EU should 
help Member States eliminate violence against women. 
 
Such action should be driven through the adoption by the European Commission of an EU 
Strategy on the elimination of violence against women. This should set the course for 
comprehensive policy development in the area covering all aspects of the issue, taking into 
account the specific needs of vulnerable groups such as Romani women and women with 
disabilities. 
 
It should begin the process of developing a core set of indicators of success and 
corresponding targets for the Member States and reach agreement on them. Of course, 
such agreement will be politically extremely difficult but it has been achieved for a wide 
range of issues already including on poverty reduction. There is no reason why it should not 
be attempted here either. 
 
This work should feed into the development of a Decision on the collection of crime 
statistics which includes a focus on violence against women. It should also lead to 
agreement with the Member States on their collection of the most important data relevant 
to the indicators. 
 
These commitments should ultimately be subject to an ongoing, annual monitoring exercise 
to assess implementation of Member States, appraise current priorities and consider where 
future changes should be made. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Equality between men and women is a fundamental principle of EU law that applies to all 
aspects of citizens' lives. It is one of the European Union’s (EU) founding principles with 
policies on gender equality having been drawn up since the creation of the European 
Economic Community in 1957 with the Treaty of Rome. 
 
At the same time, ‘violence against women is a manifestation of the historically unequal 
power relations between men and women, which have led to domination over and 
discrimination against women by men and to the prevention of women’s full 
advancement3.’ 
 

                                                 
3 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, Fourth World Conference on Women, 15 September 1995: 
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20E.pdf.  
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It is thus a reflection of the inequalities between men and women and, as the Beijing 
Platform for Action (BPfA) states, ‘Violence against women is an obstacle to the 
achievement of the objectives of equality, development and peace’. It is therefore no 
surprise that its elimination has been, since the adoption of the BPfA in 1995 and in all 
subsequent EU and international strategies on gender equality, a key priority in achieving 
equality. 
 
Gender based violence (GBV) is pervasive and has no boundaries. It exists in all Member 
States. Women from across all social, educational, economic, religious, ethnic, linguistic, 
physical and other groupings are subject to gender based violence. The perpetrators – 
primarily men – equally come from all backgrounds. It is not committed by a specific or 
limited type of group. Addressing violence against women, therefore requires concerted, 
co-ordinated and prolonged actions. 
 
2010-2014 Gender Equality – Focus on violence against women 
 
The 2010-2014 Gender Equality Strategy contains five priority areas for EU action including 
on dignity and integrity which encompasses violence against women. In this respect, the 
Strategy points out inequalities caused by violence against women, gender-specific health 
risks and diseases, and specific issues arising in the area of asylum. Accordingly, the 
Commission commits in the Strategy to the adoption of an EU-wide strategy on combating 
violence against women, to ensuring that EU asylum legislation takes gender equality 
considerations into account, and draw up a Men’s Health report.  
 
In the staff working document accompanying the Strategy4, the Commission additionally 
commits to: 
 

x Launching a Europe-wide awareness-raising campaign on gender-based violence. 

x Supporting projects and NGOs to their efforts to eradicate gender based violence 
(DAPHNE III 2007-2013). 

x Legislation on victims' rights.  

x Exploring the options to eradicate female genital mutilation in the EU, including by 
means of criminal law. 

x Exchanging information and best practice on Member State actions to combat 
exploitation, violence and abuse against women with disabilities through the 
Disability High Level Group. 

 

                                                 
4 Actions to implement the Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 2010-2015 SEC(2010)1079/2: 
http://www.google.de/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCMQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec
.europa.eu%2Fsocial%2FBlobServlet%3FdocId%3D5776%26langId%3Den&ei=rgn2U_OIIIKIOKesgdgC&usg=AFQj
CNH4UDnIABMoESauxHZzmDzNQkht_w&bvm=bv.73231344,d.ZWU. 
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1. BACKGROUND TO GENDER BASED VIOLENCE 

KEY FINDINGS 

x Gender based violence is defined as violence that is directed against a person 
because of that person's gender and affects persons of a particular gender 
disproportionately. 

x A range of violent acts have been specifically identified as being gender based 
including domestic violence, sexual violence, trafficking in human beings and 
stalking. 

x It is rooted in gender inequalities and thus requires change at the social, cultural, 
familial and individual level, and in all sectors of policy. 

x Data is fundamental to developing effective, evidence based policies but is severely 
lacking despite commitments by the Member States to collect it. 

x The survey of the Fundamental Rights Agency indicates that in a 12 month period, 
13 million women were victims of physical violence, 3.7 million of sexual violence, 
and 9 million of stalking. 

x Factors which increase the likelihood of violence against women and reduce their 
ability to escape violence can be particularly high amongst some groups such as 
Romani women and women with disabilities. Yet, actions to improve the situation of 
these women tends to focus on other policy areas. 

 

1.1. What is gender based violence? 
 
Definition: Gender based violence is described in EU legislation5 ‘as violence that is 
directed against a person because of that person's gender (including gender 
identity/expression) or as violence that affects persons of a particular gender 
disproportionately’6. 
 

1.2. What types of violence are considered as gender based? 
 
GBV covers all forms of violence having a gendered perspective. However, some forms of 
violence are specifically recognised as disproportionately affecting women or being 
committed against women because of their gender. Key international agreements and 
declarations such as the BPfA, Council of Europe Recommendation (2002)5, the Council of 
Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic 

                                                 
5 Recital 17 of Directive 2012/29/EU establishing minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of 
victims of crime. 
6 NB: In providing this definition, the EU has largely followed the approach of international agreements whilst also 
going beyond them in recognising gender identity and gender expression. At the same time, it has remained 
gender neutral in referring to persons and not women. 
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violence (The Istanbul Convention) and EPSCO Council Conclusions refer to inter alia the 
following specific types of violence: 
 

x Violence in close relationships (domestic violence); 

x Sexual violence including rape; 

x Trafficking in human beings and slavery; 

x Sexual exploitation; 

x Psychological violence; 

x Stalking; 

x Physical violence; 

x Forced and early marriage; 

x Female genital mutilation; 

x Forced abortion and forced sterilisation; 

x So called honour crimes; 

x On-line harassment and sexual abuse. 
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Box 1: A specific focus on trafficking of women 

 
Globally, almost 21 million people are estimated to be victims of trafficking in human 
beings (THB)7. The 2012 Global Report of UNODC8 states that between 2007 and 2010, 
women constituted between 55 and 60% of victims of trafficking in persons detected 
globally. According to EUROSTAT and UNODC data, THB for sexual exploitation is the 
most reported form of exploitation of victims (58%) and affects an overwhelming 
proportion of women (96% women and girls)9.  
 
Trafficking in human beings is a highly gendered phenomenon throughout the whole 
cycle of trafficking, from the root causes that make victims vulnerable and the gender 
dimensions of demand and supply, to the gendered law, policy and institutional 
responses for addressing trafficking in human beings.  
 
Trafficking of women and girls has been recognised by various international bodies as a 
form of violence against women10. The Council of Europe Convention on preventing 
and combating violence against women and domestic violence also refers in its preamble 
to the CoE Trafficking Convention thereby bringing human trafficking within the scope of 
violence against women11.  
 
Victims of trafficking in human beings are often recruited, transported, transferred or 
harboured by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 
abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability 
for the purpose of exploitation.  It is rooted in numerous vulnerabilities linked to 
poverty, gender inequality, lack of employment and lack of access to education.  
 
On the supply side, the factors contributing to women’s vulnerability have been 
found to include factors such as: 
 

x Unequal access to education that limits women’s opportunities to increase their 
earnings in more skilled occupations;  

x Lack of legitimate and fulfilling employment opportunities particularly in rural 
communities;  

x Sex-selective migration policies and restrictive emigration policies/laws, instituted 
often as a “protective” measure, limit women’s legitimate migration. Most legal 
channels of migration offer opportunities in typically male-dominated sectors 

                                                 
7 The ILO Global Estimate of Forced Labour (2012) is available at http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---
ed_norm/---declaration/documents/publication/wcms_182004.pdf. 
8 UNODC, Global report on trafficking in persons, 2012: http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-
analysis/glotip/Trafficking_in_Persons_2012_web.pdf.  
9 EUROSTAT, Trafficking in human beings 2013 edition, April 2013 and ILO, ILO Global Estimate of Forced Labour, 
Results and methodology, 2012, UNODC, Global Report on Trafficking in persons, 2012 
10 See UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), CEDAW General 
Recommendations No. 19, adopted at the Eleventh Session, 1992 (contained in Document A/47/38), 1992, 
A/47/3, Art. 6, para. 14; UN General Assembly, World Conference on Human Rights, Vienna Declaration and 
Programme of Action, Vienna, 14-25 June 1993 (A/CONF.157/24), para. 18 ; UN, Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action, adopted at the Fourth World Conference on Women, 27 October 1995 (A/CONF.177/20/Rev.1), para. 
100; UN General Assembly, In-depth study on all forms of violence against women, Report of the Secretary 
General, 61st Session (A/61/122/Add.1), para. 5. 
11 Council of Europe, Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and 
domestic Violence, May 2011. 
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(construction and agriculture work);  

x Less access to information on migration/job opportunities, recruitment channels, 
and a greater lack of awareness of the risks of migration compared to men; 

x Disruption of support systems due to natural and human created catastrophes; 
and  

x Traditional community attitudes and practices, which tolerate violence against 
women.12 

 
On the demand side, according to UNIFEM13, the major factors include:  
 

x The growth of the billion-dollar sex and entertainment industry, tolerated as a 
‘necessary evil’ while women in prostitution are criminalised and discriminated 
against;  

x The low risk - high profit nature of trafficking encouraged by a lack of will on the 
part of enforcement agencies to prosecute traffickers (which includes 
owners/managers of institutions into which persons are trafficked);  

x The ease in controlling and manipulating vulnerable women;  

x Lack of access to legal redress or remedies, for victims of traffickers; and  

x Devaluation of women and children’s human rights. 

 
The EU has recognised the gender dimension to trafficking in its policy response. 
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and 
protecting its victims adopts a gender sensitive approach and urges MS to adopt a 
gender perspective in measures to tackle THB. In June 2012, the European Commission 
adopted the EU Strategy towards the Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings 
(2012-2016) setting as a priority developing knowledge relating to the gender 
dimension of trafficking and vulnerable groups.  
 
There is a gap in the understanding of trends and patterns of THB from a gender 
perspective. Recognising this, the European Parliament called upon the Commission to 
undertake research to further understand trends on patterns of THB for sexual 
exploitation and to identify best practices14. In response to this recommendation, DG 
HOME is tendering a study on the gender dimension of trafficking in human beings15. 
Further policy development should rely on such a study, including in the development of 
guidelines or other support for Member States particularly in implementing Directive 
2011/36/EU to ensure that effective gender sensitive responses are in place regarding 
the different forms of trafficking. 

 

                                                 
12 “Trafficking in Persons: a Gender and Rights Perspective”, The United Nations Development Fund for Women 
(UNIFEM-East and Southeast Asia Regional Office, Bangkok) and the United Nations Inter-agency Project on 
Human Trafficking in the Mekong Sub-region, available at http://www.unrol.org/files/traffkit_eng.pdf. 
13 “Trafficking in Persons: a Gender and Rights Perspective”, The United Nations Development Fund for Women 
(UNIFEM-East and Southeast Asia Regional Office, Bangkok) and the United Nations Inter-agency Project on 
Human Trafficking in the Mekong Sub-region, available at http://www.unrol.org/files/traffkit_eng.pdf. 
14 Resolution of the European Parliament of 26 February 2014 on sexual exploitation and prostitution and its 
impact on gender equality (2013/2103(INI)). 
15 HOME/2013/ISEX/PR/041-A2 
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1.3. Data on the extent of violence against women 
 
The collection, dissemination, and analysis of data is fundamental to developing effective, 
evidence based policies. It is crucial to identifying problems, and understanding the causes 
and drivers of those problems. It is necessary to determine the most appropriate practical, 
legal and policy responses and to establishing whether those actions have achieved their 
objectives and are efficient and effective. It is fundamental to the monitoring of national 
and international commitments to action. Completing the policy cycle, data ultimately 
allows for a reassessment of existing policies to determine future action – either new or 
adjustments to existing policies. 
 
The importance of data collection in policy making, including with respect to violence 
against women, is well recognised and has been acknowledged in relevant international 
instruments and policy assessments as well as by the EU institutions and the Member 
States – most recently in June 2014 in the JHA Council conclusions on combating violence 
against women and girls. However, there has been limited work to examine across the 
board what data is required for the purposes of elimination of violence against women and 
which data should be prioritised for collection. 
 
Despite this long standing position and repeated calls for the collection of data, there is 
little detailed, consistent and comparable data on violence against women and its 
numerous aspects across the EU. The lack of data is well recognised in international 
instruments, by the EU and by the Member States.  
 

Box 2: 5-6 June 2014 JHA Council Conclusions on "Preventing and combating all 
forms of violence against women and girls, including female genital mutilation" 

 
The EU Member States have all committed to: 

Improve the collection, analysis and dissemination at both national and EU level of 
comprehensive, comparable, reliable and regularly updated data on: 

x violence against women (disaggregated by sex, age and victim-perpetrator 
relationship); 

x the number of incidents reported by the victims and recorded by law enforcement 
authorities; 

x the number of convictions; and  

x the punishments handed down to offenders. 

 
In addition to the above commitments, the Council of the EU in 2002 and 2004 focused on 
three indicators to be used when monitoring progress in the area of violence: 
 
• Indicator 1. The number of female victims of domestic violence (subsequent sub-
indicators include - profile of female victims; profile of male perpetrators; victim support; 
measures addressing the male perpetrator to end the cycle of violence; training of 
professionals; state measures to eliminate domestic violence against women; and 
evaluation; 
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• Indicator 2. The number of employees who report incidents of sexual harassment at the 
workplace, as a percentage of the total workforce; 
 
• Indicator 3. The number of private and public enterprises which have a preventive 
policy regarding sexual harassment at the workplace, as a percentage of the total number 
of employers. 
 
As the Swedish Presidency indicated ‘The aim was to develop indicators that can facilitate 
an evaluation of the implementation of the Beijing PfA, as well as to promote the exchange 
of best practice, help evaluate the measures used (including policy measures), and 
facilitate awareness-raising initiatives regarding violence against women16’. Despite this 
positive progress, these indicators do not cover the full range of issues which need to be 
addressed in this field’. This approach tends to reflect Member States’ focus on domestic 
violence. However, this should not be at the cost of other crimes. For example, reviews of 
national actions plans found that they were not comprehensive enough, for example, they 
had an undue emphasis on domestic violence at the expense of rape and other forms of 
sexual assault; there were vague general statements; an absence of indicators, monitoring 
and follow up is often noted; and lack of allocated budgets17. 

1.3.1 Collecting data on violence against women 
 
Data is obtained primarily through two different routes:  
 

x Data collected through administrative processes such as crime statistics 

x Population surveys 

However, reliance on crime statistics is flawed due to significant under-reporting of these 
types of crimes. The most recent data published in 2014, has been obtained through the 
Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) which surveyed 42,000 women across the EU18. 
Notably, it found that  
 

x Only 33% of victims of partner violence and 25% of victims of non-partner violence 
contacted either the police or some other organisation following the most serious 
incident of violence (with only 14% and 13% respectively reporting the incident to 
the police). This means that the vast majority of these crimes were not reported. 

x Moreover, three quarters (74 %) of stalking cases never come to the attention of 
the police; 

x EU Member States reported only 9528 identified and presumed victims of trafficking 
in 2010, whilst in Italy alone, it has been estimated that around 40,000 victims are 
exploited for sexual exploitation. 

 
Beyond the above difficulties in obtaining this basic data on the extent of violence, a wide 
range of problems arise with respect to definitions, collection methodologies, robustness of 

                                                 
16 Beijing+15: The Platform for Action and the European Union – Report from the Swedish Presidency of the 
Council of the European Union: http://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/Beijing+15-SE-report.pdf. 
17 Hagemann-White, C. (2006), Combating violence against women: Stocktaking study on the measures and 
actions taken in Council of Europe member States. Council of Europe, Strasbourg, Directorate General of Human 
Rights; Kelly, L., et al (2011), Realising Rights:  Case Studies on State Responses to Violence Against Women and 
Children in Europe.  London: CWASU. http://www.cwasu.org/displayauthorspublications.asp?author_key=1. 
18 Fundamental Rights Agency (2014), ‘Violence against women: an EU-wide survey’: 
http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2014/vaw-survey-main-results. 
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the data and having sufficient detail including of course disaggregation of data based on 
gender and on other relevant factors such as ethnic background. 
 
Problems with respect to some types of EU wide data collection have been resolved through 
the use of EUROSTATS services. However, these services are most effective when specific 
EU legislation requires data reporting from the Member States to the European 
Commission. In the environmental field, for example this is very common e.g. with respect 
to waste statistics, waste shipments, packaging, end of life vehicles. This contrasts with EU 
Justice and Home Affairs legislation, where despite repeated efforts of the Commission and 
the European Parliament, Member States have refused to accept obligations in Directives 
and Regulations to collect statistics. 
 
Recognising these difficulties, the Commission adopted in 2011 a proposed Regulation on 
European statistics on safety from crime19. That Regulation aimed to implement a 
household / personal survey in the European Union on specific types of crime (victimisation 
rates) and on other aspects relating to citizens’ feelings of security. It did not, however, 
aim to impose requirements on Member States for the collection of certain statistics on 
crime. That proposal was ultimately rejected by the European Parliament due to a lack 
of focus on gender based violence. 
 
To overcome the lack of data in the field of violence against women, the FRA recently 
carried out the above mentioned extensive survey of 42,000 women across the EU (the 
largest of its kind in the world). Based on that survey and wider sources, the tables below 
provide certain key data on the prevalence of violence against women in the EU. 
 

Table 1: Key findings: 2014 FRA Survey on violence against women 

Within 12 months of the survey 
interview women have experienced: 

Approximate number and proportion of 
women  

Physical violence 13 million i.e. 7% of women aged 18–74 
years in the EU 

Sexual violence 3.7 million i.e. 2% of women aged 18–74 
years in the EU 

Stalking 9 million i.e. 5% 

  

Since the age of 15, women have 
experienced: 

Approximate number and proportion of 
women 

physical and/or sexual violence 62 million i.e. 33 %  

Stalking 34 million i.e. 8 %  

Sexual harassment 103 million i.e. 55%  

Cyber harassment  21 million i.e.11%  

 
 
                                                 
19 COM(2011) 335 final:  
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/registre/docs_autres_institutions/commission_europeenne/com/2011/0335/COM_
COM(2011)0335_EN.pdf.  
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Table 2: Data from other sources 

Trafficking in human beings  No clear data are available. Various estimates 
have been made: 
 
The number of victims of forced labour, 
including forced sexual exploitation, estimated 
to be 20.9 million at a global level20 at any 
given time. 
 
According to a UNODC Report21, about 120,000 
women and children are trafficked every year 
through the Balkans alone (IOM estimate).  
 
Transcrime has estimated that in Italy alone, 
about 40,000 victims are exploited for sexual 
exploitation. 

Trafficking in the EU 28 – disaggregated 
by sex between 2008 and 201022 

Women account for 68 %,  
Girls for 12 %  
Men for 17 %,  
Boys for 3 % of total number of victims of 
human trafficking 

Female Genital Mutilation No reliable and comparable data on FGM at EU 
level.  
According to UNICEF23, more than 125 million 
women worldwide are living with the 
consequences of FGM. In the EU, the figure of 
500 000 victims is commonly cited24. 

 

1.4. Drivers and risks of violence against women 
 
In order to prevent violence against women, it is essential to understand its causes, the 
factors which increase the risk of its occurrence, and those factors which reduce it. 
According to the ecological model of violence against women, each case of violence will 
have its own specific and individual causes resulting from a complex mix of biological or 
individual factors, relationship factors, and community and social factors.  
 
The ecological model25 organises risk factors according to the following four levels of 
influence: 
 

x Individual: includes biological and personal history factors that may increase the 
likelihood that an individual will become a victim or perpetrator of violence. 

                                                 
20 ILO Global Estimate of Forced Labour 2012: Results and Methodology, June 2012 
21 UNODC, Trafficking in Persons; Analysis on Europe, 2009, p8: http://www.unodc.org/documents/human-
trafficking/Trafficking_in_Persons_in_Europe_09.pdf. 
22 Eurostat: Trafficking in human beings 2013 edition; http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-is-
new/news/news/2013/docs/20130415_thb_stats_report_en.pdf  
23 UNICEF Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting: A Statistical Overview and Exploration of the Dynamics of Change, 
New York, 2013. 
24 European Parliament: Resolution on ending female genital mutilation from 16/06/2012 (2012/2684(RSP) 
25 World report on violence and health (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002). 
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x Relationship: includes factors that increase risks as a result of relationships with 
peers, intimate partners and family members. These are a person’s closest social 
circle and can shape their behaviour and range of experiences. 

x Community: refers to the community contexts in which social relationships are 
embedded – such as schools, workplaces and neighbourhoods – and seeks to 
identify the characteristics of these settings that are associated with people 
becoming victims or perpetrators of intimate partner and sexual violence. 

x Societal: includes the larger, macro-level factors that influence sexual and intimate 
partner violence such as gender inequality, religious or cultural belief systems, 
societal norms and economic or social policies that create or sustain gaps and 
tensions between groups of people. 

 
Importantly and linked to the above factors, structural inequalities between women and 
men, social constructions of masculinity and gender norms are all risk factors for intimate 
partner and sexual violence. Justifications for violence are often based on gender norms, 
i.e. social norms about the proper roles and responsibilities of men and women. These 
cultural and social norms socialise males to be aggressive, powerful, unemotional, and 
controlling, and contribute to a social acceptance of men as dominant. Similarly, 
expectations of females as passive, nurturing, submissive, and emotional also reinforce 
women's roles as weak, powerless, and dependent upon men. 
 
Figure 1: Visualisation of the ecological model of violence against women and 
examples of each factor 
 

 
Source: World Health Organization26 
 

1.4.1 Factors that increase the risk of violence against women 

 
Whilst violence against women occurs in all areas of life, studies indicate that certain 
factors either increase a woman’s vulnerability to violence or increase the likelihood that 
violence will be perpetrated. The table below provides examples of some of the key factors: 
 

                                                 
26 Drawn from World Report on Violence and Health. Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organization; 2002:1–56 
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Table 3: Factors increasing risk and vulnerability to violence 

 Factors increasing risk of 
perpetration 

Factors increasing women’s 
vulnerability 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Individual 
or societal 
factors 

Witnessing or experiencing abuse 
as a child  

Witnessing or experiencing abuse as a 
child  

substance (including alcohol) 
abuse  

women’s membership in marginalised or 
excluded groups 

low levels of education  low levels of education  

limited economic opportunities limited economic opportunities (including 
risk of domestic abuse, child and forced 
marriage, sexual exploitation and 
trafficking) 

attitudes and practices tolerating 
male violence  

attitudes and practices reinforcing 
female subordination (e.g. dowry, child 
marriage) 

normalised use of violence within 
the family or society to address 
conflict 

women’s insecure access to and control 
over property and land rights 

conflict and tension within an 
intimate partner relationship or 
marriage 

male control over decision-making and 
assets 

the presence of economic, 
educational and employment 
disparities between men and 
women in an intimate relationship 

lack of safe spaces for women and girls, 
which can be physical or virtual meeting 
spaces that allow free expression and 
communication 

 
 
 
State 
response 

lack of punishment (impunity) for perpetrators of violence 

a limited legislative and policy framework for preventing and responding to 
violence 

low levels of awareness among service providers, law enforcement and 
judicial actors 
lack of responsibility for the empowerment of women through the educational 
system, awareness raising campaigns, trainings of officials, etc. 

 
As can be seen, the range of inequalities that women face which result in e.g. lower 
employment rates, lower education and health outcomes etc. means that violence against 
women can only be effectively addressed through social, cultural and individual 
change. 
 
Based on these factors, certain groups of women can be identified as particularly vulnerable 
to violence. The BPfA identifies the following groups as being particularly vulnerable: 
 

x women belonging to minority groups 

x indigenous women 

x refugee and migrant women, including women migrant workers, displaced women, 
and repatriated women 
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x women in poverty living in rural or remote communities 

x destitute women 

x women in institutions or in detention 

x female children 

x women with disabilities 

x elderly women 

x women living in poverty and  

x women in situations of armed conflict, foreign occupation, wars of aggression, civil 
wars, terrorism, including hostage-taking. 

 
Of these groups, attention should be drawn to the situation of Roma women and women 
with disabilities. Women in these groups are often in situations which increase the 
likelihood that they will be subject to violence, whilst also finding it more difficult to escape 
such violence.  

1.4.2 Specific focus on Roma women  
 
As explained above, a range of factors increase a woman’s vulnerability to violence, reduce 
their ability to escape this violence and increase the likelihood that violence will be carried 
out. With respect to Romani women, these risks often arise out of a combination of societal 
pressures and prejudices and the Romani communities’ social organisation which together 
act as risk factors whilst also reducing Romani women’s level of education, health, 
autonomy etc. and thus increasing vulnerability.  
 

Report for the European Parliament: Empowerment of Roma Women with the 
European Framework of National Roma Inclusion Strategies27: 

‘Prejudices and negative stereotypes on Roma are deeply rooted in Europe. The situation 
is even worse for women who suffer from severe forms of discrimination also within their 
own communities.’ 

 
Romani women are especially affected due to multiple discrimination for being women 
within the patriarchal system and for being part of a largely stigmatised and socially 
excluded ethnic group. In particular, within Romani communities the patriarchal system is 
strong. Romani identities are interrelated with traditional gender roles. The result is the 
definition of social gendered roles which are especially limitative and restrictive for 
women28. The multiple risks faced by Romani women results in a much higher likelihood of 
their being subjected to violence  
 
Specific aspects of violence against women within Romani Communities 
According to the "Empow-air" project29 several types of violence operate at the same time: 
 

                                                 
27 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2013/493019/IPOL-
FEMM_ET(2013)493019_EN.pdf.  
28 Surt Women’s Foundation ‘Tackling male violence against Romani women: Recommendations for the 
prevention, detection and intervention’ (as part of the empow-air programme): 
http://www.fondazionebrodolini.it/sites/default/files/guia_ingles.pdf.  
29 Ibid. 
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x Violence operates during the whole life time and it has enormous impact on 
women’s lives.  

x The first episode is not an isolated incident. It is normally the beginning of a long 
story of violence that increases in intensity and hardness.  

x Violence takes place in both public and private spheres.  

x Violence is exerted by intimate partners and by other family members. 

In addition, within relationships and in the community, the violence is often justified, 
normalised, ignored or blamed on the woman. This makes it difficult for Romani women to 
identify and report the violence. The importance of family and community also makes it 
particularly difficult for women to come forward.  
 
These factors combine with the reality that Roma women face challenges in terms of 
extreme poverty, discrimination and exclusion, resulting in lack of access to education, 
employment, social services and healthcare structures. Their situation exposes them to a 
higher risk of trafficking, prostitution, and exploitation, in addition to domestic violence.  
 
Moreover, as the Commission has recognised ‘Roma empowerment and in particular 
participation in the decision-making process by Roma women, who act as a link between 
the family and society, have proved to be an important factor for the success of any 
measure30.’ 
 
EU Actions relevant to violence against Romani Women  
 
Over the last 15-20 years, the EU and the international community has put in place a 
relatively extensive body of policies on the integration of Roma into society. Such efforts 
have intensified in the last five years, with the Commission adopting a number of 
communications on priorities for EU action, the Member States committing to national 
integration strategies and the Commission putting in place an annual monitoring 
mechanism based on its 2011 Communication on an EU Framework for National Integration 
Strategies by 2020. The European Parliament has also been especially active on the issue 
of Roma women, adopting numerous Resolutions including in particular a detailed 
Resolution on the matter in 200631. (see references for further details on Commission 
reports on the matter). 
 
Despite these efforts, and the recognition of the particularly vulnerable situation of Roma 
women, two points must be noted. Firstly, the primary focus of EU efforts is on improving 
the employment, education, health, housing and equal treatment situation of Roma. This is 
of course crucial, and is also fundamental to reducing Romani women’s vulnerability to 
violence.  
 
However, throughout all these documents, there is a notable lack of focus on the issue of 
violence against Roma women with the exception of human trafficking and domestic 
violence. This can be an important lost opportunity especially in a complex environment 
where the EU may be well placed to provide tools for Member States to assist their policy 
work.  
 

                                                 
30 Commission Communication: The social and economic integration of the Roma in Europe, COM(2010)133 final: 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52010DC0133&from=en. 
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Secondly, despite extensive efforts, the Commission has recognised that whilst policies or 
legislation may be in place, implementation needs improvement. 
 
With 2014-2015 marking the mid-point of the EU Framework for national Roma integration 
strategies, violence against Roma women should be fully examined with a view to its 
elimination being included as a specific priority in national strategies and in Commission 
monitoring. The elimination of violence against Romani women must be part of wider 
actions to improve general living conditions relating to education, health, employment etc. 
However, there must also be specific long term, community owned action to address 
violence against women at the individual, relationship, community and society levels. 
 
 
Table 4: Key Statistics32 

Education: 
Ability to read or write 
Never been to school 
Remaining in education after the age of 16 

 
Roma men (85 %) / Roma women (77 %) 
Roman men (14 %)/ Roma women (19 %) 
Roma men (50 %)/ Roma women (37 %) 

Employment 
In paid work: 

 
Roma men (35%)/ Roman Women (21%) 

Health Few differences between Roma men and women, but 
between Roma women and non-Roma women, more 
Roma women say their health is bad or very bad. 

Financial situation: at risk of poverty Roma (87%)/ non-Roma (46%) 

 

1.4.3 Specific focus on women with disabilities 
 
Women with disabilities constitute the majority of persons with disabilities in the EU and 
represent a significant proportion of the EU population (see Key Statistics below). Yet they 
face multiple discrimination based at least on their gender and disability, with other 
groups such as women with disabilities from ethnic groups, older women with disabilities 
and lesbian women with disabilities, facing additional prejudice. 
 
As a result, according to the UN, women with disabilities face significantly more difficulties 
– in both the public and private spheres – in attaining access to adequate housing, health, 
education, vocational training and employment, and are more likely to be 
institutionalised33. They also experience inequality in hiring, promotion rates and pay for 
equal work, access to training and retraining, credit and other productive resources, and 
rarely participate in economic decision making34. 
 

                                                                                                                                                            
31 EP Resolution on the situation of Roma women in the European Union (2005/2164(INI): 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/seance_pleniere/textes_adoptes/provisoire/2006/06-01/P6_TA-
PROV(2006)06-01(PAR02)_EN.pdf.  
32 Fundamental Rights Agency: Analysis of FRA Roma survey results by gender, 2013: 
http://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ep-request-roma-women.pdf.  
33 Women and adequate housing, Study by the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the 
right to an adequate standard of living, Miloon Kothari, E/CN.4/2005/43, para. 64. 
34 “Employment barriers for women with disabilities”, Arthur O’Reilly, The Right to Decent Work of Persons with 
Disabilities, Skills Working Paper No. 14, Geneva, International Labour Organization, 2003. 
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Moreover, as the UN has recognised35, despite the development of a range of legislative 
and policy frameworks on human rights, gender equality rights and rights of persons with 
disabilities, ‘the impact of the combined effects of both gender and disability have not 
gained sufficient attention, and violence against women with disabilities remains largely 
unaddressed. 
 
Violence against women with disabilities 
 
Women with disabilities are at high risk of violence based on social stereotypes and biases. 
A recent report prepared for the World Health Organization states that ‘Recent evidence 
synthesis has shown what has been suspected for many years: that persons with 
disabilities have a 50% higher chance of having suffered violence in the past year, 
raising to a threefold increased risk for people with mental health conditions (Hughes et al., 
2012). Meanwhile children with disabilities have a threefold increased risk of having 
suffered violence (Jones et al., 2012)36.’ 
 
According to a UN Report, Violence against women with disabilities occurs in various 
spheres, including in the home, the community and, as violence that is perpetrated and/or 
condoned by the State. The forms of violence to which women with disabilities are 
subjected can be of a physical, psychological, sexual or financial nature and include 
neglect, social isolation, entrapment, degradation, detention, denial of health care, forced 
sterilization and psychiatric treatment. Women with disabilities are twice as likely to 
experience domestic violence as non-disabled women, and are likely to experience abuse 
over a longer period of time and to suffer more severe injuries as a result of the violence37. 
 
This shows that whilst women with disabilities experience many of the same forms of 
violence that all women experience — when gender, disability and other factors intersect — 
the violence against them takes on unique forms, has unique causes and results in unique 
consequences. 
 
The institutionalisation of women with disabilities also places them at additional risk of 
abuse. According to a publication from Hesperian Foundation, examples of institutional 
abuse are: 
 

x forced sex with workers, caretakers, or other residents 

x being beaten, slapped, or hurt 

x forced sterilisation or abortions 

x being locked in a room alone 

x ice baths or cold showers as punishment 

x forced medication (tranquilisers) 

x having to undress or be naked in front of other people 

 

                                                 
35 UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and 
consequences, 3 August 2012: http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/A.67.227.pdf.   
36 C. Mikton and T Shakespeare, ‘Introduction to Special Issue on Violence Against People With Disability’, Journal 
of Interpersonal Violence: http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/media/news/2014/12_06/en/.  
37 Women With Disabilities Australia, “Valuing South Australia’s women: towards a women's safety strategy for 
South Australia”, discussion paper prepared for the government of South Australia, 2004, quoted in the UN 
Report. 
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The practice of forced and coerced sterilisation of women around the globe, including 
Europe, continues to be of concern. Forced sterilisation constitutes an act of violence,

 
a 

form of social control and a violation of the right to be free from torture and other cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. 
 
EU Action 
 
The Commission’s report on the EU’s implementation of the CRPD, details the actions the 
EU has taken with respect to Article 6 CRPD. It notes that beyond the Treaty provisions on 
equality a number of Directives prohibiting gender discrimination have been adopted as 
well as strategies on equality between men and women and on Disability. The Disability 
Strategy in particular recognises the importance of the cumulative impact of discrimination 
based on multiple grounds. The Commission also refers to a range of reports produced by 
the Commission and the European Parliament. 
 
Much work has also been carried out at the international level. However, as Mikton 
recognises, ‘the intersection of the two fields of disability and violence has, however, 
received far less attention38.’  
 
Where the matter is dealt with in policy instruments, it tends to be through a cursory 
reference to grounds which increase vulnerability or could result in multiple discrimination. 
Limited action has been taken to examine in detail the range of problems faced by 
women with disabilities across the EU and how those issues should be addressed. 
Numerous gaps in knowledge exist relating for example to the type of violence experienced 
by victims with disabilities, the prevalence and risk of violence against adults and children 
with disabilities, research on the long term consequences of violence against persons with 
disabilities, targeted research on causes of violence against persons with disabilities, and 
research on the effectiveness of programmes to prevent violence. 
   
Key statistics39 
 
The prevalence of disability among women (28%) is higher than among men (23%) (EU-
SILC UDB 2011), mainly due to the higher life expectancy of women. About 57% of all 
persons with disabilities are women.  
 
Women with disabilities face a double disadvantage.  
In the EU, in 2011, the employment rate for women with disabilities was 44% and the 
employment rate for men with disabilities 51%. The gender gap amounted to 7 percentage 
points (EU-SILC UDB 2011).  
 
The employment rate for women with disabilities is lower than that for women without 
disabilities (65%), in the age group 20-64.  
 
At EU level, about 20% of women with disabilities live in households at risk of financial 
poverty, as compared with 16% of women without disabilities. The corresponding 
percentages for men are 19% and 14%. There are significant differences across countries. 
 

                                                 
38 C. Mikton and T Shakespeare, ‘Introduction to Special Issue on Violence Against People With Disability’, Journal 
of Interpersonal Violence. 
39 2014 Commission Staff Working Document, Report on the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Diabilities (CRPD) by the European Union SWD(2014) 182 final: 
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/swd_2014_182_en.pdf.  
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2. POLICY RESPONSES TO COMBATING AND PREVENTING 
VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

KEY FINDINGS 

x A wide number of agreements and legislation have been adopted at the international 
and EU level on violence against women. 

x These in particular include the Beijing Platform for Action, the Istanbul Convention 
and several EU legislative acts on human trafficking, sexual exploitation of children, 
victims’ rights and protection measures. 

x However, policies tend to be fragmented and focused on specific issues rather than 
covering the full panoply of violence against women issues.  

x Implementation of policy commitments is highly variable with changes in practices 
and outcomes for women being insufficient.  

x This appears in part to result from a lack of indicators and targets to meet 
objectives, a lack of data and insufficient monitoring. 

 

2.1. International and EU Instruments 
 
Since the 1970’s, a large number of instruments have been adopted at the international 
level committing participating States (including EU Member States) to implement co-
ordinated and coherent policies to combat violence against women in general. In 
particular, the UN (See Annex 1). IN particular, the UN adopted the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women in 1979, supplementing this in 
1995 with the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. The Council of Europe has also 
been active adopting a detailed Recommendation in 2002 on protection of women against 
violence, and most recently following this up with the adopted of the Convention on 
preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence. 
In addition to early interventions, the EU has more recently adopted specific legislative and 
policy instruments focussed on specific crimes and on assisting victims of crime. These 
instruments have included a specific focus on women's human rights. 
 
With respect to violence against women, the EU has been active in adopting the two 
pronged approach of mainstreaming gender issues whilst also focussing on specific issues. 
The ability of EU to act, and the way it may act, differs in according to the legal basis for 
action as prescribed in the Lisbon Treaty.  
 
As such, there are some opportunities for legislative action in the area e.g. with 
respect to judicial co-operation in criminal matters, action on victims, the potential 
harmonisation of certain crimes etc. However, for the most part, relevant policy action 
remains within the remit of the Member States. Consequently, EU action is focused on 
providing Member States with guidance and support and providing funding for projects. 
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Within these parameters, the EU has been particularly active in voicing its commitment to 
the elimination of violence against women and to identifying key priorities for action. Where 
it has focused on specific issues e.g. human trafficking, sexual exploitation of children, 
victims’ rights, protection orders, legislation has been adopted and recently came into force 
or is due in the coming years. 
 
The following table provides an overview of some of the key actions in the last years. 
 

Table 5: Key EU Actions to combat violence against women 

2006: Roadmap for equality between women and men (2006-2010) 

2009, 2011, 2013: European Parliament Resolutions on combating Violence against 
women  

2010: Commission's Strategy for equality between women and men 2010-2015  

2010: EPSCO Council Conclusions of 8 March 2010 on the eradication of violence against 
women 

2011: Directive 2011/92/EU on combating the sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of 
children and child pornography   

2011: Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and 
protecting its victims adopted  

2011: Directive 2011/99 on the European protection order adopted 

2012: EP resolution on ending female genital mutilation 

2012:  Directive 2012/29/EU on common minimum standards on the rights, support and 
protection of victims of crime adopted 

2012: Commission adopted the ‘EU Strategy towards the Eradication of 
Trafficking in Human Beings (2012-2016) 

2013: Regulation 606/2013 on mutual recognition of protection measures in civil matters 
adopted 

2013: Commission Communication ‘Towards the elimination of female genital mutilation’ 

2013: EP Resolution on gender aspect of the European Framework of National Roma 
Inclusion Strategies 

2013: Council recommendation on effective Roma integration measures in the Member 
States 

2013: European Report and Resolution on women with disabilities (2013/2065(INI)) 

2014: JHA Council Conclusions on Preventing and combating all forms of violence against 
women and girls, including female genital mutilation. 

The Council regularly adopts Conclusions, prepares monitoring reports on the 
implementation of the BPfA and organises conferences on violence against women. 

Funding: Daphne Programme (2000-2013); Rights, Equality and Citizenship 
Programme (2014-2020) with EUR 439 million.  
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The EU and the Member States have shown a strong political commitment to eliminating 
violence against women. Nevertheless, through an examination of specific issues such as 
on Human Trafficking, Roma women and women with disabilities and support services it 
can be seen that there is much room for improvement in terms of policy priorities, 
developing detailed solutions to problems and to ensure that those solutions are effectively 
implemented. It can also been seen that some issues have received significant attention 
whilst others have not had sufficient focus. For example, there has been limited focus on 
the issue of rape (with the exception of the development of best practices and a 
practitioner’s handbook) despite their being significant attrition rates on rape prosecutions 
and despite their being evidence that Member States’ legislation does not always meet 
international standards40. The significant number of issues that must be taken into account 
with respect to violence against women makes the likelihood of gaps or duplication much 
greater and indicates the importance of effective co-ordination and strategic oversight. 
 
Overall, as the European Women’s Lobby has put it ‘Despite the extreme gravity of this 
phenomenon, political responses and resources allocated to this issue have been 
piecemeal, unequal and mostly inadequate at both national and European level. Some 
countries do however better than others and the landscape varies widely41.’ 
 

2.2. Guiding principles and requirements developed at the EU and 
international level 

 
Of these, a core set of instruments42 have over the years elaborated a range of 
requirements and guiding principles for governments to follow and implement in order to 
ensure effective policies and laws to prevent violence against women, to protect and 
support victims of violence and to prosecute and punish the perpetrators.  
 
These requirements cover the core areas of action to prevent violence occurring, to 
responding effectively by protecting and support victims, to criminalise all relevant forms of 
violence and to investigate and prosecute those who commit crimes and to ensuring there 
is effective implementation and monitoring in particular through funding and data 
collection.  
 
The table below summarises the requirements (See Annex 2 for more detailed 
explanations): 
 

Table 6: Summary of requirements for Member States on the elimination of 
violence against women 

Heading Primary requirements 

General Policy requirements x Development of comprehensive and co-ordinated policies 
x Ensure sufficient funding 
x Co-ordinating and monitoring body 
x Data collection 

                                                 
40 Sylvia Walby et al (2013), Overview of the worldwide best practices for rape and prevention and for assisting 
women victims of rape, European Parliament, Directorate-General for Internal Policies: 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2013/493025/IPOL-FEMM_ET(2013)493025_EN.pdf.  
41 European Women’s Lobby: National Action Plans on Violence Against Women in the EU, 2011. 
42 including the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women, the 1995 BPfA, 
the 2002 Recommendation on the protection of women against violence, and the 2010 Recommendation and 
Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence. 
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Prevention of violence x Awareness raising 
x Education 
x Training of professionals 
x Preventative intervention and treatment programmes 
x Participation of the Private sector and the media 

Protection and support x Information and assistance 
x Access to support services 
x Shelters and helplines 
x Support for particular groups of victims 
x Safe Reporting of crime 

Legal action x Criminalisation of specific violence 
x Civil remedies 
x Access to justice and compensation 
x Jurisdiction over acts of violence against women 
x Effective, proportionate and dissuasive sanctions 
x No mandatory alternative dispute settlement 
x Legislative review 

Investigation, prosecution, 
procedural law and 
protective measures 

x Effective investigations and prosecution 
x Response, prevention and protection by law enforcement 

authorities 
x Protecting victims’ procedural rights 

Migration and asylum x Recognition of vulnerability 
x Autonomous residence permit for women experiencing 

GBV 
x Recognition of asylum claims based on GBV 
x Non-refoulement 

International co-operation x Implement international agreements 
x Cooperate with other States 
x Exchange information 

 
Whilst all elements of the policy process – prevention, protection, support, prosecution - 
are fundamental to eliminating violence against women and helping its victims, effective 
support is essential for their personal safety (and often their children), for their 
subsequent recovery and for ensuring the effectiveness of any legal proceedings. These 
needs are well recognised as is the fact that support services for violence against women 
need to be specialised and have a gender specific focus.  
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Box 3: A specific focus on support services 

EU and international action 
The EU has adopted legislation43 imposing on Member States certain obligations with 
respect to the provision of victim support services for all victims of crime and for specialist 
services for victims with specific needs, such as victims of sexual violence, gender based 
violence and victims of violence in close relationship44.  
 
Requirements on Member States 
Services should include shelters, trauma support and counselling. Moreover, the Directive 
establishes certain minimum standards that support services should meet and requires 
that victims receive an assessment to determine their needs. 
 
This EU legislation is further backed by the Istanbul Convention which also details 
requirements for supports services for women survivors of violence. The Convention 
requires that Parties provide or arrange for specialist women’s support services to all 
women victims of violence and their children.  
 
It goes on to refer to the following specific services: shelters, telephone lines, support for 
victims of sexual violence (rape crisis and sexual violence referral centres), protection and 
support for child witnesses e.g. counselling,  
 
Moreover the Council of Europe published in 2008 recommendations for Minimum 
standards for supports services45. The report provides detailed information on the types of 
services which are needed by women victims of violence, the minimum levels of service 
that should be provided and guiding principles and standards when providing those 
services (both core standards and service specific standards. (See Annex 3 for full 
details). 
 
In particular, the minimum levels of service, as described below, have been used as 
reference point help determine whether the extent of implementation of services is 
sufficient and whether any progress in provision is being made. 
 
Minimum levels of provision (as developed by the Council of Europe) 
Helpline 
 

One covering all violence against women or one on domestic violence, 
one on sexual violence. The number of help lines should reflect the 
population size. In small countries one may be sufficient. For more 
densely populated states there should be at least one helpline in each 
region. 

Shelters 
 

In member states where shelters are the predominant/only form of 
service provision, there should be one place per 10 000 population. In 
member states where shelters form part of a community strategy with 
intervention projects, there should be one family place per 10 000 
women. There should be at least one specialist violence against women 
shelter in every province/region. 

Rape crisis 
centres 

One per 200 000 women. There should be at least one centre per region.  

                                                 
43 Directive 2012/29/EU establishing minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime: 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32012L0029&from=en. 
44 Article 27 of the Directive provides that Member States shall transpose the directive by 16 November 2015   
45 Council of Europe, Combating violence against women: minimum standards of support services, 2008: 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg2/equality/domesticviolencecampaign/Source/EG-VAW-CONF(2007)Study%20rev.en.pdf. 
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Sexual 
assault 
centres 

One per 400 000 women. 

Independent/integrated services 
Advice/ 
advocacy 

One service per 50 000 women 

Counselling One per 50 000 women. This can include existing specialist violence 
against women groups such as shelters, rape crisis centres, and women’s 
counselling centres, if they offer long term counselling/group work. There 
should be one specialist violence against women counselling service in 
every regional city. 

Outreach  Reaching out to the largest local minority groups and women with 
disabilities. 

 
Implementation of requirements and gaps 
There have been limited EU wide studies examining the extent of all services provided for 
women victims of violence and examining the effectiveness of those services. 
Nevertheless, some recent reports have looked at shelters, support services concerned 
with sexual assault, and telephone helplines46. 
 
The Council of Europe has prepared a total of four reports assessing the implementation of 
Recommendation (2002)5 on the protection of women against violence – most recently in 
2014. That report also takes into account other reports produced by EIGE and the 
European Network WAVE (Women Against Violence Europe). 
 
As a first point, it is clear that data is inadequate and not easily compared across all 
countries or even between different years. Accurate conclusions are therefore difficult to 
draw. However, overall, it can be concluded that whilst support services are deemed of 
importance in all Member States, provision of those services is highly variable in terms of 
approach, capacity and quality.  
 
EIGE points out that with respect to services for domestic violence, they are not always 
accessible, (free of charge, geographically distributed, multi-lingual). Based on the recent 
Council of Europe report on implementation of Recommendation (2002)5, there has been 
a limited positive trend in the provision of shelters. However, only 6 Member States (out of 
24 in the reported table) met the target of 1 place per 10 000 of the population. Moreover, 
between 2007 and 2010, only 10 of the 24 Member States saw any kind of increase in 
places.  
 
The Council of Europe has also indicated limited provision (only 4 States) for especially 
vulnerable groups such as women from minority communities and/ or disabled women. 
Beyond actual provision, concern was expressed their there is limited assessment on the 
actual support needs of victims. This is of particular concerning, given that this is a 
requirement under the new Victims’ Directive. With respect to 24/7 helplines, only 10 

                                                 
46 Council of Europe, Analytical study of the results of the fourth round of monitoring the implementation of the 
Rec (2002) 5 on the protection of women against violence: http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/standardsetting/convention-
violence/Docs/Analytical%20Study%20ENG.pdf; EIGE (European Institute for Gender Equality) 2012: Review of 
the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action in the EU Member States: Violence against Women – Victim 
Support: http://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/Violence-against-Women-Victim-Support-Report.pdf; WAVE 
2012: Country report. Reality check on data collection and European services for women and children survivors of 
violence. A right for protection and support? (Vienna, March 2013): 
http://www.wavenetwork.org/sites/default/files/02%20WAVE%20COUNTRY%20REPORT%202012_0.pdf.  
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Member States have a helpline for all forms of violence with 5 States who replied no 
indicating they have helplines for domestic violence cases. 11 Member States have no 
24/7 helplines at all. 

 
As can be seen from the above analysis, whilst a wide number of agreements and 
obligations already exist, more detailed, co-ordinated action which is effectively 
implemented is required. 
 

3. CONCLUSIONS  

KEY FINDINGS 

x The issue of violence against women has received significant international, EU and 
national attention and numerous commitments and obligations exist. Yet, 
implementation is highly variable and fails to take a comprehensive, co-ordinated 
and long term approach. 

x A lack of data, indicators, targets and sufficient monitoring reduces the likelihood 
that policies will be effectively implemented and updated. 

x Violence against women is deeply rooted in gender inequalities. Its elimination 
requires a long term, comprehensive approach to change social, cultural, familial 
and individual attitudes. Action must identify priorities without ignoring the different 
groups of victims nor the different types of violence that occur. At the same time, 
victims need immediate action to better protect and support them. 

x The coming years offer the opportunity to reignite the momentum to eliminate 
violence against women and support and protect its victims. The Istanbul 
Convention has just entered into force, the next round of monitoring of the Beijing 
Platform is underway and relevant EU legislation should have been implemented or 
is due to be implemented. 

x The EU has a wide range of options for action and the legal base. It must seize the 
up-coming opportunities to develop with Member States a long term process to 
eliminate violence against women. 

 
At the international, EU and national level, there is an undeniable commitment to 
eliminating violence against women and supporting the victims of such violence. Legislation 
and agreements have been adopted and are being ratified. Strategies and policy documents 
have been published and declaratory statements of commitment are made on a regular 
basis.  
 
Progress can be seen within the area of criminal procedural rules both at EU and national 
level. EU Legislative instruments have been adopted with respect to human trafficking and 
sexual exploitation of children with many Member States having now implemented those 
laws. Legislation has also been adopted with respect to victims’ rights, and protection 
orders. Member States are also acting to implement obligations within the time periods set. 
In addition to human trafficking, other vulnerable groups such as Roma women and women 
with disabilities have been the focus of EU policy priorities.  
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More broadly, significant action is being taken with the EU2020 Process and through the 
Open Method of Co-ordination to address unemployment, and education, health, 
poverty and social inclusion problems. These are all areas where action is required to 
improve the situation of women in general and specifically to reduce their vulnerability to 
violence and increase their ability to escape it. 
 
Effective monitoring has been recognised as requiring further attention. Beyond, the 
indicators which the Council of the EU have adopted, both the Council and the Commission 
have recognised the need for improved data collection.  
However, despite these efforts, two overarching but fundamental problems can be seen. 
On the one hand, the outcomes in terms of level of violence against women do not 
appear to be reducing and as the European Parliament has pointed out in its Resolutions, 
it appears in some cases to be getting worse.  
 
On the other hand, the implementation of commitments is variable and fragmented 
and does not appear to have a prolonged and consistent approach. This is particularly 
problematic when it is well recognised that addressing gender based violence requires a 
broad and co-ordinated approach. Action needs to change cultural and societal attitudes 
to reduce violent crime on the one hand, and on the other ensure that the full range of 
state and civil society services from education to health, to justice etc. are operating to 
identify victims, support victims and ensure the perpetrators are brought to justice.  
These problems can be seen in several different ways. Firstly, some Member States have 
focused on eliminating violence against women to a greater extent than others. Secondly, 
even within Member States, implementation may vary between regions and localities.  
 
With respect to these first two issues, these problems arise in part since half the Member 
States do not have a comprehensive and co-ordinated policy addressing all forms of 
violence covered by the Istanbul Convention and ten do not have a governmental co-
ordinating body focused on violence against women47.  
Thirdly, some issues have been focused on more than others. For example, although there 
has been progress in the provision of support services, they still are not provided to an 
adequate level, have poor geographical distribution, are poorly funded and can lack the 
necessary quality.  
 
Of course, a wide number of factors can be pointed to as affecting this situation including 
the complexity of the issues and the fact that achieving the necessary social, cultural, 
and individual change requires prolonged efforts. 
 
Nevertheless, it can be argued that the limited focus on certain crucial aspects of policy 
development  and the lack of monitoring and the elements necessary for monitoring – 
indicators, targets, and consistent, comparable and disaggregated data - have at the very 
least reduced the likelihood of success.  
 
A lack of focus on specific violence against women issues can be seen in two ways. Firstly 
in some instances, policy may focus on the situation of both men and women but fail to 
take into account specific gender aspects. Secondly, it may fail to adequately focus 
on violence against women within that policy area. Examples mentioned in this paper 
include trafficking in human beings and Roma women.  
 

                                                 
47 Data obtained from Council of Europe’s 4th round of monitoring of the implementation of Recommendation 
(2002)5 
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With respect to monitoring and its various elements, firstly agreed indicators have focused 
only on a limited number of issues – domestic violence, sexual harassment at work and 
sexual harassment preventative policies in the work place. This fails to take into account a 
wide range of other forms of violence and does not take into account the full cycle of 
prevention, protection, support and prosecution. Nor does it appear that these indicators 
are widely used to attempt to identify feasible targets within a reasonable timeframe. 
 

Swedish Presidency Report on implementation of Beijing Platform 

‘With respect to gender mainstreaming48: Progress to date is rather piecemeal. Numerous 
activities have been carried out, but the overall impression is that isolated measures are 
still the norm. A systematic approach is needed, including in particular the effective 
application of a gender impact assessment of policies, the development of statistics broken 
down by sex, the use of indicators to measure progress and training programmes to 
develop gender expertise.’ 

 
The lack of commitment to specific targets is also noteworthy. Whilst in other fields it has 
been agreed that establishing targets for example on CO2 emissions, reducing 
unemployment, reducing early school leaving or reducing poverty, is an essential element 
of achieving the desired outcome, targets appear to be little discussed within the context of 
violence against women. This is all the more remarkable given the impact of violence on 
women’s ability to participate in society and its overall cost (estimated at EUR 228 billion to 
the EU in 2011 of which EUR 24 billion is in lost economic output49). 
 
Even if indicators and targets are agreed to, monitoring the achievement of them requires 
data. Concerns have, however, been repeatedly raised over the paucity of detailed, 
quality data across the Member States with respect to key commitments in the work to 
eliminate violence against women. These concerns have been raised for many years and 
whilst the Member States have committed through Council conclusions to improving their 
collection and provision, the results of those commitments remain to be seen. 
 
Overall, these factors greatly reduce the ability to ensure effective monitoring of 
commitments. At the same time, although monitoring is carried out with respect to the 
BPfA and the Gender Equality Strategy, these cover a wide range of issues with the issue of 
violence against women not necessarily receiving detailed analysis. Moreover, policies are 
not necessarily assessed for their practical implementation and effectiveness. 
 
With respect to the limited monitoring that is currently in place, it is legitimate to question 
why it is possible to have such broad ranging and intense monitoring of issues such as 
employment, education, and poverty through the EU 2020 Semester, and on e.g. Roma 
integration at large but such monitoring is not established with respect to violence against 
women. However, numerous studies have indicated the important impact that violence has 
on all key priorities within the EU Semester and other policy areas. Besides protecting 
women’s fundamental rights, action to eliminate violence will aid Member States in meeting 
their obligations under the EU 2020 Semester process. 
 

                                                 
48 Beijing+15: The Platform for Action and the European Union – Report from the Swedish Presidency of the 
Council of the European Union: http://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/Beijing+15-SE-report.pdf.  
49 M Nogaj, European Parliament (2013), ‘European Added Value Assessment: Combatting violence against 
women’: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/femm/dv/eav_violence-against-
women-/eav_violence-against-women-en.pdf.  
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The 2014-2015 period is an important opportunity for action for the EU. A new Parliament 
and Commission is in place a developing its priorities for the coming years. The evaluation 
of the 20th year of the implementation of the BPfA is well under way. Almost all Member 
States have signed up to the Istanbul Convention, and for many it has now entered into 
force. A number of relevant EU legislative instruments should either have been 
implemented or are due to be implemented in the coming years. And of course, the Gender 
Equality Strategy is due for renewal. 
 
This culmination of factors, together with the stark results of the FRA’s survey on violence 
against women, and the continuing calls from NGOs and other actors for improved action at 
the EU and national level, highlights the importance of acting in the coming years in a 
coherent, co-ordinated and decisive manner. Action should not only maintain the 
momentum of existing work, but generate new momentum to drive the policy agenda into 
a new implementation oriented phase. 
 

4. RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
The various policy documents, communications and resolutions that have been adopted 
over the years, as well as reports and studies produced by individual experts and NGOs 
from the field have put forward a wide range of recommendations on the elimination of 
violence against women. These vary from putting forward high level priorities, to looking at 
more detailed implementation requirements, through to examining specific groups of 
women, specific crimes, or specific needs such as protection and support. 
 
This report has not examined all issues and recommendations in detail but rather focuses 
on a limited number of core issues which appear to be limiting effective implementation of 
policies.  
 
The recommendation focus primarily on two points: 
 

x Development of detailed policies across all areas of violence against women 

x Effective implementation and monitoring of policies. 

 
1) Signature and ratification of the Istanbul Convention 

x Those Member States which have not yet signed and ratified the Convention 
should do so as soon as possible, in line with the JHA Council conclusions The 
European Commission should also assess the added value of the European 
Union signing the Convention.  

 

2) Adoption of Violence against women strategy 

x The European Commission should develop and a detailed and properly focused 
Strategy on violence against women, in combination with an action plan – as 
called for by the European Parliament. This will be an important element in 
determining EU priorities for action and how those priorities will be met. It 
should be used to improve implementation of existing EU legislation as well as 
international obligations, and should facilitate monitoring of progress.  

x In this respect, it is worth bearing in mind existing approaches such as the EU 
Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020. Not only does 
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it clearly identify priorities but it sets out concrete measures on how the 
Commission will work with the Member States to facilitate the implementation of 
national strategies, to develop effective policies and to monitor that progress. 

x The Council should renew its commitment to the implementation of such a 
strategy and issue corresponding guidelines for the Member States. 

 

3) Policy development: effective co-ordination and covering all aspects of 
violence against women 

x The European Commission should examine the added value of establishing 
detailed internal mechanisms for the co-ordination of violence against women 
policy. As has been seen in areas such as trafficking and the rights of the child, 
where policy cuts across many different sectors, such co-ordination is 
necessary. Mechanisms that might facilitate work include a violence against 
women office and co-ordinator (similar to the Human trafficking co-ordinator), a 
Commission working group or committee incorporating all DGs that work on 
policies affecting violence against women, an effective and long term forum for 
the Commission to work with Member States and NGOs on the development of 
policies. 

x The European Commission should develop more broadly and with the assistance 
of relevant EU Agencies as well as the European Parliament (and in line with the 
agreed EU Strategy), policy knowledge and recommendations across all aspects 
of violence against women. Problems and best practices with respect to 
combating individual types of violence should be considered as well as 
considering women in different situations which may place them at greater risk. 

x The European Parliament should regularly monitor and evaluate the 
effectiveness of the coordination, notably in the annual equality report.  

 

4) Development of indicators and targets, and Collection of data 

x The European Commission should develop for the whole area of violence against 
women, key indicators on the extent of violence, on laws and policies to prevent 
violence, to protect and support victims and to prosecute perpetrators, and on 
outcomes.  

x In doing so, (taking into account EU and international obligations already 
imposed on Member States and existing targets), the Commission should 
develop recommendations for minimum standards relevant to those indicators 
and initiate a process with the Member States and the European Parliament to 
agree targets for Member States for the most important of those indicators. 

x To aid in the development of policy and the assessment of achievement of 
targets, and as called for by the European Parliament in its resolution of 25 
February 2014, work should recommence on developing a legislative proposal 
for European statistics relating to violent crime. Whilst this proposal must cover 
a wide range of issues, it should also ensure an appropriate gender focus and 
focus on violence against women. 

x The Commission Decision on European crime statistics focuses on household 
surveys. However, this is only one source of statistics on violent crime. Based 
on identified indicators and recommendations for targets, the Commission and 
EIGE with the assistance of EUROSTAT should work with the Member States, to 
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agree on a specific set of data that Member States will collect on violence 
against women, on a consistent and comparable basis. There should also be an 
ongoing commitment to actively consider including data collection requirements 
in new EU legislation. 

x The European Parliament should encourage and monitor the development of key 
indicators. 

 

5) Effective monitoring of the implementation of violence against women 
obligations 

x With improvements in data collection, the European Commission should put 
forward recommendations on an effective monitoring process at the EU, to be 
agreed with the European Parliament and the Member States. A range of 
existing monitoring processes, such as those established under the EU2020 
Semester, through the Open Method of Co-ordination, and with respect to EU 
obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
should be examined to determine the best approach.  

x When assessing the implementation of relevant EU legislation e.g. on human 
trafficking, sexual exploitation of children, victims’ rights, protection orders, the 
European Commission should take a gendered approach ensuring that the 
specific issues of violence against women is examined.  

x It is also noteworthy that if the EU were to sign the Istanbul Convention it would 
be subject to reporting requirements. In addition, the Beijing+20 process is now 
underway with the assessment of the implementation of the BPfA due in 2015. 
This process is enhanced by the EIGE reports on the implementation of the 
critical areas, including the elimination of violence against women. These reports 
should be regularly followed up in the future to allow for a measuring of 
progress. 
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ANNEX 1 – KEY INTERNATIONAL INSTRUMENTS RELEVANT 
TO COMBATING VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

Key international instruments relevant to combating violence against 
women 

1979: the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women or 
CEDAW was adopted (entered into force in 1981) and its Optional Protocol (2000).  
General Recommendations 12 and 19 clarified that the Convention includes violence 
against women and makes detailed recommendations to States parties.  

1989: The Convention on the Rights of the Child (entered into force in 1990)  

1993: The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women was adopted  

1994: The Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences 
was appointed to seek and receive information on violence against women, its causes and 
consequences  

1995: BPfA identified specific areas of action for governments to take in prevention and 
response to violence against women and girls.  
1996: The United Nations Trust Fund in Support of Actions to Eliminate Violence against 
Women (UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women) was established by General 
Assembly resolution 50/166 in 1996 as the only multilateral grant-making mechanism that 
supports local, national and regional efforts to end violence against women and girls.  

2002: Council of Europe Recommendation (2002)5 on the protection of women against 
violence 

2004: The Commission on Human Rights appointed a Special Rapporteur on trafficking in 
persons, especially women and children.  

2006: The General Assembly passes the first Resolution on the Intensification of Efforts to 
Eliminate all forms of Violence against Women (passed annually thereafter through 2010).  

2009: EP resolution on combating female genital mutilation in the EU 

2010: The Human Rights Council adopted Resolution 14/12 on accelerating efforts to 
eliminate all forms of violence against women.  

2011: Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women 
and domestic violence adopted as the second legally binding regional instrument on 
violence against women and girls50.  

 

                                                 
50 So far 8 Member States have signed at ratified the Convention (entry into force due 01/08 and 01/11/2014). A 
further 14 member States have signed but not ratified, with 6 Member States having done neither.  
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ANNEX 2 – KEY REQUIREMENTS AND PRINCIPLES 
DERIVING FROM INTERNATIONAL LEGISLATION51 ON 
VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 
 
General Policy requirements 
 

1) Development of comprehensive and co-ordinated policies: a holistic and 
multi-disciplinary approach is required involving effective co-operation among all 
relevant agencies, institutions and organisations. 

2) Mainstream gender perspectives in policies, in particular relating to combating 
violence against women 

3) Ensure Sufficient funding: Governments must allocate appropriate financial and 
human resources for the adequate implementation of policies to combat violence 
against women 

4) Co-ordinating and monitoring body: establish an official body to for the co-
ordination, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and measures to 
prevent and combat all forms of violence against women  

5) Data collection: collect relevant disaggregated data on violence against women 
and support research in the field. 

 
Prevention of violence 
 

1) Awareness raising: promote or conduct awareness raising campaigns and 
programmes on violence against women and its consequences 

2) Education: develop teaching materials and take appropriate measure to promote 
changes in the social and cultural patterns of behaviour of women and men with a 
view to eradicating prejudices, customs, traditions and all other practices (in 
particular which promote inferiority or superiority of either of the sexes) which can 
perpetuate violence against women; 

3) Training of professionals: ensure appropriate training is provided to relevant 
professions dealing with victims or perpetrators e.g. judicial, legal, medical, social, 
educational and police and immigration personnel; 

4) Preventative intervention and treatment programmes: ensure programmes 
available to perpetrators of violence in particular domestic violence and sexual 
violence to reduce risk of reoffending. 

5) Participation of the Private sector and the media: encourage participation of 
private sector and the media in promoting non-stereotyped images, and eliminating 
patters of media presentation that generate violence, encourage self-regulation 
codes and educate people on violence against women 

 
Protection and support 
 

1) Information and assistance: ensure that victims receive adequate and timely 
information on available support services and legal measures, including applicable 

                                                 
51 Taken from the Beijing Platform for Action and the Istanbul Convention 
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complaint mechanisms. Promote the provision of assistance to victims wishing to 
present individual or collective complaints.  

2) Access to support services: ensure that victims have access to general support 
services facilitating their recovery from violence, including access to adequately 
resourced health care and social services. Provide or arrange for specialist support 
services for victims of violence against women.  

3) Protection: set up well-funded, appropriate and easily accessible shelters and relief 
support, as well as national 24-hour helplines which are free of charge and 
confidential.  

4) Support for particular groups of victims: Provide for specialist support services 
for victims of sexual violence. Take due account of the rights and needs of child 
witnesses, including through the provision of age-appropriate support. Ensure that 
women with disabilities have access to information and support.  

5) Reporting: create mechanisms to ensure that victims can report acts of violence in 
a confidential and safe environment. Encourage reporting by witnesses and ensure 
that confidentiality rules imposed on certain professional groups do not prevent 
reporting of serious acts of violence.  

 
Legal action 
 

1) Criminalisation: ensure that specific intentional acts constituting violence again 
women are criminalised, regardless of the relationship between the victim and the 
perpetrator. Sexual harassment as well as the aiding, abetting or attempt of 
psychological, physical and sexual violence including rape, stalking, forced marriage, 
female genital mutilation and forced abortion and sterilisation should be made 
subject to criminal or other legal sanctions. Prevent the application of culture, 
custom, religion or “honour” as a ground of justification for such offences. 

2) Civil remedies: provide victims with adequate civil remedies against perpetrators 
and state authorities which have failed in their duty to take necessary protective 
measures. Ensure that forced marriages are voidable without undue administrative 
or financial burden. 

3) Access to justice and compensation: ensure that victims have the right to claim 
compensation from perpetrators as well as state compensation where damages are 
not otherwise covered. Ensure that compensation is effective and granted within a 
reasonable time frame.  

4) Jurisdiction: establish jurisdiction over acts of violence against women, ensuring 
that jurisdiction over sexual violence, forced marriage, female genital mutilation and 
forced abortion or sterilisation is not dependent on criminalisation in the territory 
where the offence was committed or reporting by the victim.  

5) Sanctions and sentencing: ensure that acts of violence against women are 
punishable by effective, proportionate and dissuasive sanctions of a penal, civil, 
labour or administrative nature, including the deprivation of liberty where 
appropriate. Allow certain aggravating circumstances to be taken into account in 
determining sentences, including that the offence was an act of intimate partner 
violence, was committed against or in the presence of a child, or was committed 
repeatedly. Enable the taking into account of final sentences passed by another 
State and consider issues related to the rehabilitation of offenders.  
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6) Alternate dispute settlement: prohibit mandatory alternative dispute resolution 
processes regarding acts of violence against women.  

7) Legislative review: periodically review and analyse legislation to ensure its 
continued effectiveness in eliminating violence against women.  

 
Investigation, prosecution, procedural law and protective measures 
 

1) Effective investigations and prosecution: exercise due diligence to ensure that 
acts of violence against women, whether perpetrated by individuals or the State, are 
investigated and prosecuted in an effective and timely manner, with due respect for 
the rights of victims. Evidence related to the sexual conduct and history of the 
victim shall be permitted only where relevant and necessary. Allow for ex parte and 
ex officio proceedings where victims require third party support, do not report or 
withdraw statements or complaints.  

2) Response, prevention and protection by law enforcement authorities: 
ensure that victims are offered adequate and immediate protection including a 
lethality risk assessment. Enable the ordering of emergency barring orders and 
restraining or protection orders, subject to effective, proportionate and dissuasive 
sanctions in case of breach.  

3) Protecting victims’ procedural rights: protect the rights of victims at all stages 
of investigations and proceedings, including by preventing retaliation and 
intimidation and respecting the rights to information, interpretation, privacy and to 
be heard in accordance with national law. Legal aid shall be provided to victims in 
accordance with national law. Ensure that statutes of limitation allow victims who 
are minors sufficient time to initiate proceedings after reaching the age of majority.   

 
Migration and asylum 
 

1) Vulnerability: recognise the specific vulnerability of women migrants and refugees, 
including women migrant workers, to violence against women. Establish 
linguistically and culturally accessible support services for migrant victims.  

2) Residence status: where the residence status of victims depends on that of the 
spouse or partner, allow for an autonomous residence permit subject to conditions 
established by national law and enable the suspension of expulsion proceedings in 
order to apply for such a permit. Ensure that victims of forced marriage are able to 
regain residence status in their country of habitual residence where this has been 
lost.  

3) Gender-based asylum claims: ensure that gender-based violence against women 
is recognised as a ground of persecution under the 1951 Convention on the Status 
of Refugees, and ensure that a gender-sensitive interpretation is applied to each of 
the Convention grounds as well as to asylum procedures in general. 

4) Non-refoulement: respect the principle of non-refoulement and ensure that victims 
of violence against women are not returned to any country where their lives would 
be at risk or they may be subjected to torture or inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment. 
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International co-operation 
 

1) International agreements: ratify and/ or implement international human rights 
instruments related to violence against women. Cooperate with and assist 
international bodies in fulfilling their efforts to eliminate violence against women. 
Encourage the dissemination and implementation of international guidelines.  

2) Cooperation between States: cooperate with other States in order to eliminate 
violence against women, including through mutual legal assistance and enabling 
victims to file complaints in their State of residence where the offence occurred 
abroad.  

3) Exchange of information: with due respect for the protection of individual data, 
where States have reasonable grounds to believe that a person is at immediate risk 
of being subjected to an act of violence against women abroad, they should transmit 
any related information to the State upon whose territory this act is likely to occur. 
Where appropriate, information relating to violence against women which is 
uncovered in the process of national investigations should also be transmitted and 
processed by the receiving State, which shall promptly inform the sending State of 
the final result of any action undertaken.  

 
 

ANNEX 3 – MINIMUM STANDARDS FOR THE PROVISION 
OF SUPPORT SERVICES FOR WOMEN VICTIMS OF 
VIOLENCE 
 
 

The table below summarises the key principles and standards put forward by the Council 
of Europe in 2008 for support services for women victims of violence. 

Refuges/shelters 
 

The BPfA, in addition to supporting shelters, added that they should 
be well–funded, and accessible. A recent legal ruling has established 
that failure to provide access to immediate protection (in this case 
where a victim could not access a shelter and had no legal or other 
avenues to create safety) will mean a state is in violation of the United 
Nations Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Violence against 
Women (AT v Hungary17). 

Counselling and 
psychological 
services 

A number of international documents reiterate the need for longer 
term support (often described as ‘rehabilitation’18) to overcome the 
harms of violence. 

Health 
care/medical 
services, 
including Sexual 
Assault Centres 

Under the BPfA state parties should provide or support ‘specially 
trained health workers’20. Primary health workers should be trained 
“to recognise and care for girls and women of all ages who have 
experienced any form of violence especially domestic violence, sexual 
abuse or other abuse resulting from armed and non-armed conflict” 
 
Integration of Sexual Assault Centres within the healthcare system, 
and the establishment of referral systems that link relevant sectors, 
such as health care, counselling, housing, law enforcement services 
and programmes for perpetrators 
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Legal and other 
forms of advice 

Access to advice should, therefore, be mandatory and without charge. 
Advocates can be described as a ‘one-stop-person’ who enables 
women to understand and exercise their rights; here knowledge is a 
route to empowerment. There was widespread agreement among 
interviewees that advice and advocacy services should be provided 
across domestic and sexual violence, offering the possibilities of early 
intervention, support through legal cases, practical support, and 
ensuring that rights and entitlements were forthcoming. 

Hotlines/helplines 
 

This form of provision is now “considered a standard component of 
services in many countries”, and the United Nations Secretary-
General’s report further emphasises the importance of anonymity and 
open access “because many women are hesitant to seek help”. It 
concludes that: “the operation of at least one 24-hour national 
emergency telephone line providing information, advocacy, support 
and crisis counselling would constitute good practice”. 

Self-help groups 
 

Women supporting other women, finding a voice and perspective has 
always been part of feminist responses to violence against women, 
and self-help groups have been an important form of provision in this 
respect. 

Rape Crisis 
Centres 
 

Rape crisis centres are centres that provide some combination of 
helpline, counselling, advocacy and self-help in supporting women and 
girls who have been assaulted recently or in the past. 

Self-defence, 
training and 
education 

The BPfA recommended that States “promote training for victims and 
potential victims so that they can protect themselves and others 
against such violence”, It further notes that states support and 
promote the role of intermediate institutions which may be key in 
early detection and intervention27. Education on many levels - for the 
community at large and women who seek help and for professionals is 
a key in both responding to and preventing violence against women 

Intervention 
projects 
 

These inter-agency projects emerged first in Austria, and are 
increasingly common in German-speaking and some Eastern European 
countries. Through working at the system level, creating protocols and 
providing pro-active advocacy they ensure women and children are 
better protected and that agencies link to provide an appropriate 
‘basket of resources’ (Sen, 1998). 

Outreach 
 

Outreach is a pro-active approach, whereby a project or service seeks 
to identify victims in community contexts who are yet to access 
support. It is frequently used to engage with ‘hard to reach’ groups. 

 
Overarching principles for provision of services 
 

x Working from a gendered understanding of violence against women: recognition of 
the gendered dynamics, impacts and consequences of violence against women 
within an equalities and human rights framework. 

x Safety, security and human dignity: Services ensure that all interventions prioritise 
the safety, security and dignity of service users and of staff.  

x Specialist services: The knowledge and skill base of staff, and forms of provision, 
are specialised.  
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x Diversity and fair access: Services respect the diversity of service users and 
positively engage in anti-discriminatory practice. 

x Advocacy and support: Services provide both case and system advocacy to support 
and promote the rights and meet the needs of service users. 

x Empowerment: A supportive environment where Services ensure service users can 
name their experiences, are familiar with their rights and entitlements. 

x Participation and consultation: Services promote service-user involvement in the 
development and evaluation of the service. 

x Confidentiality: Services respect and observe service users’ right to confidentiality. 

x A co-ordinated response: Services operate within a context of relevant inter-agency 
co-operation. 

x Holding perpetrators accountable: Services work from the twin foundations of belief 
and respect for victims and that perpetrators should be held accountable for their 
actions. 

x Governance and accountability: Services are effectively managed, ensuring that 
service users receive a quality service. 

x Challenging tolerance: Services model non-violence internally and externally and 
use gender analysis to raise awareness. 

 
Core standards beyond the principles above 
 

x Crisis services should be available and accessible round the clock, i.e. 24 hours a 
day, 365 days a year. 

x Services should be holistic and user-led. 

x Services should be available to all women. 

x Services should be provided free of charge. 

x Service providers should be mindful of the needs of children of service users. 

x Services should be managed democratically. 

x Service users should be informed of their rights. 

x Service user’s right to receive information and support should not be conditional 
upon making an official complaint or agreement to attend any kind of 
programme/group/service. 

x Services provided by NGOs should be autonomous, non-profit-making, sustainable 
and capable of providing long-term support. 

x National and local governments should have funding streams for violence against 
women services. 
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Abstract 
 
Upon request by the FEMM Committee, this in-depth analysis aims to inform its 
Members about the most important strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats in the field of gender equality policy in foreign affairs and development 
cooperation for the European Commission until 2020. The analysis identifies the 
existing legal framework and the actions taken in on-going and previous 
strategies for equality and provides recommendations on the approach to 
improve women’s position in society for effective equality between men and 
women after 2015. 
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Studies, Latin American Perspectives, Journal of Women, Politics & Policy and Development and Change. She 
teaches undergraduate and master courses on gender theories and equality policies, gender and diversity in the 
European Union and interest representation in Europe. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The year 2015 will be a milestone for the future of women’s rights and gender equality 
policy in EU external relations as it provides the opportunity to take stock of a number of 
international and European initiatives (Chapter 1). While aid flows in support of gender 
equality and women’s empowerment (Chapter 2) have risen significantly over the past 
years in the international and EU context, most of this aid went to the education and health 
sector, while women’s lack of economic and political empowerment (Chapter 3) 
remain among the unfinished business of the Millennium Development Goals agenda. 
Sustained investments and a renewed international commitment to gender equality are 
thus crucial.  
 
Among international organisations, the EU stands out in its support for gender equality, 
both in terms of its commitment to the implementation of the global women, peace and 
security agenda (Chapter 4), as well as in terms of its commitment to mainstream 
gender across all areas of EU external policy (Chapter 5). However among the EU’s 
external policy agencies, competency in gender policy analysis and receptiveness to gender 
mainstreaming vary across the respective policy areas. While the European Commission’s 
Directorate-General for Development and Cooperation – Europeaid - (5.4) seems to have 
taken the lead on the matter, the Directorate-General for Trade (5.3) has not given much 
attention to gender inequalities. Other external policy services including, the Directorate-
General for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (5.1), the Directorate-General for 
Enlargement (5.2) and the European External Action Service (5.5) have recently begun to 
take important steps towards a systematically gender mainstreamed policy.  
 
A number of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats can be drawn out of 
this analysis (Chapter 6). First of all the EU has a strong policy framework in place covering 
most aspects of the promotion of gender equality and women’s empowerment in external 
policy, involving regular reporting on progress at a high level. Second, investments have 
been made to institutionalize expertise and capacity-building. Nevertheless, despite the fact 
that political commitments and high-level reporting tools create momentum and 
awareness-raising, effective implementation on the ground remains unclear. In addition, 
the analysis reveals that policy development and follow-up have been uneven across policy 
areas, while institution-wide gender expertise remains insufficient, dissipates, and is 
situated mostly at the lower levels of the hierarchy. Also the external environment forms a 
threat in the sense that donors operate in a context of economic crisis, marked by 
insufficient resources and priority overload. Sustained investments in the support of the 
global gender equality agenda thus remain essential.  
 
The European Parliament should therefore call upon the Commission and the EEAS to 
develop a strong position on gender equality and women’s rights in foreign affairs and 
development cooperation, so that the EU can take a leadership role in promoting the 
gender equality agenda globally after 2015. More specifically, the following 
recommendations (Chapter 7) are provided and discussed: building a coherent gender 
equality policy across all aspects of external relations, broaden and deepen the EU’s gender 
policy in its external relations and development cooperation, sustain and strengthen 
political leadership and accountability and further invest in institution-wide expertise and 
capacity-building. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Background 
In May 2014, a new Parliament was elected which - in cooperation with the Council - will 
appoint the new Commission consisting of a President and 27 Commissioners each 
responsible for a particular area of competence. A particular role is played by the High 
Representative/Vice-President (HR/VP) for Foreign Affairs. The main responsibility of the 
Members of the European Parliament in the appointment process will be to hear the 
designated Commissioners in the respective competent committees about their strategy 
and action plans for the next 5 years and to approve them.  
 
Furthermore, the year 2015 will be a historic moment for women’s rights and gender 
equality as it provides the opportunity to stake stock of a number of international and 
European initiatives, among which the European Strategy for Equality between Women and 
Men 2010-2015, the EU Plan of Action on Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment in 
Development 2010-2015, the 15th anniversary of the United Nations Security Council 
Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 on Women, Peace and Security, the 20th anniversary of the 
Beijing Platform for Action, and the need for a new framework building on the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). 
 
Aim  
In the preparation phase for the hearings of the new Commissioners and the drafting 
of new European strategies for equality between men and women, the analysis as 
well as the accompanying workshop have the purpose to provide the Members of the FEMM 
Committee with information about what will be the internal and external challenges and 
opportunities in the field of gender equality in foreign affairs and development cooperation 
for the Commission until 2020. To identify them, the existing legal framework and actions 
taken in on-going and previous strategies for equality are analysed and recommendations 
provided. 
 
Methodology 
The EU’s gender equality policy in its foreign affairs and development cooperation will be 
assessed by means of a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) 
analysis involving the identification of the internal and external factors that are favourable 
and unfavourable to achieving the policy objectives. The two main components of this 
strategic planning method are the indicators of the internal situation described by strengths 
and weaknesses and the indicators of the external environment described by opportunities 
and threats. The SWOT analysis was developed through a study of relevant strategic and 
planning documents, legislation and statistics. The desk study was complemented by a 
series of interviews in the European Commission, the European External Action Service 
(EEAS) and the EU Delegations and the extensive, in-depth field experience of four case 
studies conducted in 2011 and 2013 (EU cooperation with Rwanda, Liberia, South Africa 
and Botswana).  
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1. THE RELEVANCE OF 2015 FOR THE FUTURE GENDER 
EQUALITY POLICY IN EU EXTERNAL RELATIONS 

KEY FINDINGS 

x The year 2015 is a crucial moment for the future of women’s rights and gender 
equality policy in EU external relations as it provides the opportunity to take stock of 
a number of international and European initiatives. 

x The EU should seize this opportunity to strengthen its commitments to the 
promotion of gender equality. 

 
The year 2015 will be a milestone for women’s rights and gender equality in EU external 
relations as it provides the opportunity to stake stock of a number of international and 
European initiatives. 
 
First, the European Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 2010-2015 
representing the European Commission's work program to promote gender equality into all 
its policies comes to an end in 2015. The European Commission will draft a new strategy 
for the next five years to which the FEMM committee will provide extensive input. This 
event is an important moment for the FEMM committee to scrutinize the work of the 
Commission in the strategy’s five designated areas, including ‘gender equality in external 
actions’ and to urge the EU to strengthen the gender perspective in all its policies. 
 
Second, the EU Plan of Action on Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment in 
Development 2010-2015, also known as the Gender Action Plan (GAP) will also come to 
an end. In May 2014 at the meeting of the EU Foreign Affairs Council, the Council has 
called upon the EU and its Member States to develop an ambitious and robust successor, 
building on the progress of the current GAP, applying lessons learned and taking into 
account the post-2015 agenda. The Commission and the EEAS in collaboration with the 
Member States have therefore set up a Taskforce to define objectives, indicators and the 
reporting format for the GAP’s successor. The FEMM committee will soon be able to 
scrutinize the new GAP, covering the period from 2016 to 2020, and analyse whether it 
focuses on results and addresses remaining shortfalls, while taking into account the aid 
effectiveness agenda as well as international conventions and agreements such as CEDAW 
and the Beijing Platform for Action.  
 
Third, also for the global community the year 2015 is a critical time to take stock as it 
marks several key anniversaries, including the adoption of the Beijing Platform for 
Action (1995), the UNSCR 1325 (2000) and the Millennium Development Goals 
(2000). Most importantly the United Nations (UN) Millennium Development Goals Agenda 
will come to an end. To prepare a new global framework, the UN System, member states 
and civil society organizations have begun to discuss priorities for a post-2015 development 
agenda. The EU, being a major supporter of the MDG-agenda and having made impressive 
efforts to strive towards achieving its goals, has taken a proactive role in outlining its 
position on the post-2015 agenda. In a Communication entitled 'A Decent Life for All - 
Ending Poverty and Giving the World a Sustainable Future', published in February 2013, the 
Commission has highlighted that the post-2015 overarching framework should put 
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‘particular emphasis on moving towards a rights-based approach to development, on 
reducing inequalities, as well as on the promotion and protection of women’s and girls’ 
rights and gender equality’. As 2015 also marks the 20th anniversary of the adoption of the 
UN Platform for Action, this milestone is a crucial opportunity to influence the post-2015 
agenda and link it directly to the goals of the Platform for Action, as the lack of 
convergence between the MDGs and the Beijing Platform for Action are among the main 
criticisms of the previous framework. Building coherence between both agenda’s means 
that gender equality and women’s rights must be reaffirmed as essential ends in 
themselves and means for achieving peace and security, human rights, and sustainable 
development. Explicitly connecting the post-2015 agenda with the UN Platform for Action 
will strengthen the case for a transformative goal on gender equality, women’s rights and 
women’s empowerment, and call for gender mainstreaming across all other goals and 
targets (UN Women 2014). 
 
These interconnected processes provide a once in-a-generation opportunity to position 
gender equality, women’s rights and women’s empowerment at the heart of the EU’s global 
agenda. The EU should capitalize on its unique historical role as a gender equality promoter 
and seize this opportunity to strengthen its commitments in this area. 
 

2. WOMEN AS RECEIVERS OF SUPPORT FROM THE EU AND 
OTHER INTERNATIONAL PROGRAMMES 

KEY FINDINGS 

x Aid flows in support of gender equality and women’s empowerment have risen 
significantly over the past years in the international and EU context. 

x Most of this aid went to the education and health sector.  

x There are no global data on the integration of gender equality indicators and 
objectives in budget support. 

 
According to a 2014 report of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD)' Development Assistance Committee members, aid flows in 
support of gender equality and women’s empowerment have tripled since 2002 as 
measured by the OECD gender equality policy marker2 or G-marker.  Annual aid volumes 
have risen from 8 USD billion in 2002 to 24 USD billion in 2012 on average (currently 
representing around 30 per cent of total bilateral aid, budget support excluded). In line 
with the promotion of the global MDG-framework, most of this aid went to the education 
and health sector. In contrast, donor investments in women’s economic empowerment, 
peace and security, women’s participation and leadership have remained low and 
unchanged (OECD 2014a). Furthermore, despite major investments in reproductive health 
(in line with MDG5 to improve maternal health), these financial commitments have been 
insufficient to arrest the unacceptably high rates of maternal mortality in the world. 
Maternal deaths thus remain among the unfinished business of the MDG-agenda and a 
                                                 
2 The gender equality policy marker is a policy indicator developed by the Development Assistance Committee of 
the OECD used to track resource allocations of donors to promoting gender equality. There are 3 G-Marker Scores: 
G-0: When gender equality is not targeted, G-1: When gender equality is a significant objective, G-2: When 
gender equality is a principle objective. 
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renewed commitment to investing in women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights 
will be necessary to accelerate progress in this area beyond 2015 (OECD 2014a). 
 
As regards EU aid flows, in 2012, 28 per cent of new EU proposals marked gender as 
principle or significant objective (general budget support excluded) as measured by the 
OECD gender equality policy marker. Although this figure represents an improvement 
compared to 20 per cent in 2011 and 14 per cent in 2010, this score remains very low 
according to the Commission’s objective of 75 per cent of projects scoring at least G-1 
according to the OECD G-marker (European Commission 2010a). Also, the percentage of 
EU aid in which gender is marked as a principle objective (score G-2) has been consistently 
low over the past decades, never accounting for more than 1.4 per cent (186 USD million) 
of screened aid flows (OECD 2014b).  
 
Still, all in all, looking at the global reporting on the OECD gender equality policy 
marker it appears that funding for gender equality is quite impressive as aid amounts for 
gender equality have risen significantly over the past years in the international and EU 
context. However, the extent to which a donor activity has actually contributed to achieving 
gender equality objectives is not always clear as the G-marker measures how gender 
equality objectives are included in the programming of aid (the identification phase of 
projects and programmes) and does not measure actual outcomes for gender equality 
afterwards. Also, it is important to keep in mind that the G-marker is a relatively subjective 
tool as it depends on the judgment of the staff member filling in the assessment. Due to a 
lack of expertise or commitment there is the risk of staff merely ‘ticking the box’ and in the 
past misrepresentations have in fact occurred.3  In addition it has to be noted that data on 
the integration of gender equality indicators and objectives in budget support do not 
exist, which represents a significant percentage of aid that is of the gender equality policy 
marker’s radar. 
 

3. ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN 

KEY FINDINGS 

x Women’s lack of economic and political empowerment remains among the 
unfinished business of the MDG agenda. 

x The EU should develop and use a detailed set of indicators that measure women’s 
control over, and access to, assets and decent work, as well as their political 
participation at international, national and community levels. 

 
Despite the MDG’s uneven progress, investments in education and health the last 15 years 
have had its effect on the lives of women and girls in developing countries. Due to better 
access to health services, female life expectancy at birth has increased dramatically in 
the developing world. Furthermore, sustained investments in closing gender gaps in 
education have had effect at primary, secondary and tertiary schooling levels. Even in 
regions with the largest remaining gender gaps, such as South Asia and West Africa, there 
have been substantial gains. Fostered by the rise in education levels, expanding economic 
opportunities, as well as an unprecedented reduction in fertility, women’s participation in 

                                                 
3 See http://capacity4dev.ec.europa.eu/public-gender/document/gender-equality-policy-marker 
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paid labour has risen in most of the developing world. Nevertheless, despite their massive 
entrance to the labour market, women’s increased participation has not translated into 
equal earnings or equal employment opportunities. In agriculture, women operate smaller 
plots and less remunerative crops and as entrepreneurs they tend to be concentrated in 
less profitable sectors and manage smaller firms (World Bank 2011). These economic 
inequalities do not disappear with economic development and growth as they can be 
attributed to women’s overrepresentation in low-paid and gender-stereotyped jobs such as 
domestic and care work, a lack of integration into the formal economy, the unequal burden 
of unpaid care work and insufficient measures to reconcile paid work and care 
responsibilities, unequal access to full and productive employment and decent work, the 
persistence of discriminatory attitudes, norms, stereotypes and legal frameworks, 
insufficient social protection and insurance coverage for women and unequal access to 
resources and assets (UN 2014). This uneven playing field imposes a significant cost to 
women’s welfare and opportunities. 
 
Furthermore, women continue to have less input than men in decision-making 
globally: only one-fifth of the world’s parliamentarians are woman, only 13 out of 193 
heads of government are female and women hold only 17 per cent of the world’s ministerial 
positions. At this pace, women will not be equally represented in parliament until 2065, and 
will not make up half of the world’s leaders until 2134 (VSO 2013). Furthermore, women 
are largely absent from senior positions in judicial systems, the executive branches of 
governments and the civil service (Kabeer and Woodroffe 2014). The lack of power that 
women have to influence decision-making can be considered as one of ‘the deepest and 
most persistent fault lines of poverty and inequality in the world today’ (VSO 2013: 3).  
 
However, in the framework of the MDGs, donors have generally focussed on women’s 
access to education and health. Although these aspects are crucial for transformation 
towards a gender-equal society, on their own they are limited in scope. It is crucial for the 
EU’s post-2015 agenda to look beyond equal access to education and health and tackle 
women’s lack of economic empowerment, autonomy and independence as well as the 
unequal participation and representation of women at all levels of decision-making, 
including in national parliaments and other governance structures. 
 
In the margins of the UN General Assembly in September, the EU, together with twelve co-
founding members, launched the Equal Futures Partnership, which will promote 
women's political participation and economic empowerment. As a founding member, the EU 
has committed to practical initiatives for women's political participation and 
economic empowerment. In this framework, the EU should develop and incorporate a 
detailed set of indicators that measure women’s control over, and access to, assets and 
decent work, as well as their effective participation and influence at international, national 
and community levels (Kabeer and Woodroffe 2014). 
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4. WOMEN IN EU PEACE KEEPING AND PEACEFUL 
CONFLICT RESOLUTION 

KEY FINDINGS 

x The EU has committed to the full implementation of the global women, peace and 
security agenda and reports on progress regularly. 

x While high-level reporting is indispensable to raise awareness and build momentum, 
it should move beyond being a bureaucratic exercise. 

 
The EU is committed to contribute to the full implementation of the women, peace and 
security agenda set in the UNSCR 1325 and 1820 and has a specific policy in place. In 
December 2008, the Council adopted the ‘EU Comprehensive Approach on UNSCR 
1325 and 1820 on women, peace and security’ (Comprehensive Approach) that covers 
the whole spectrum of EU’s external action instruments throughout the conflict continuum, 
from conflict prevention to crisis management, peace-building, reconstruction and 
development cooperation. In parallel, the Council adopted a revised operational paper on 
the implementation of these resolutions specifically within the EU’s Common Security and 
Defence Policy (CSDP). This document, together with the Comprehensive Approach, jointly 
form the two main pillars of the EU’s women, peace and security policy. 
 
In the framework of the Comprehensive Approach, an informal EU Women, Peace and 
Security Task Force on UNSCR 1325 was created to increase inter-institutional 
coordination and promote a coherent approach to gender-related issues. The Task Force is 
composed of staff working on gender equality and security issues across the relevant 
Council Secretariat, the EEAS and the Commission services, and is open to EU Member 
State participation. It meets approximately two times a year. 
 
In July 2010, the Council adopted a set of 17 indicators to follow up progress 
regarding the protection and empowerment of women in conflict settings and post-conflict 
situations, as stipulated by the Comprehensive Approach. A report should be compiled at 
least every two years by the services in charge, with the support of the informal EU 
Women, Peace and Security Task Force, and presented to the Council’s Political and 
Security Committee. The first report was adopted in May 2011 and a second one in January 
2014. The 2014 report on the EU-indicators for the Comprehensive Approach showed some 
positive developments, indicating for example that 9 out of 14 CSDP Missions and 
Operations have appointed a gender advisor. Furthermore, the EU and its Member States 
are active on the issue of women, peace and security in more than 70 countries. Up to 25 
EU Delegations indicated that they support a total of 467 projects related to women, peace 
and security (predominantly human rights and civil society projects). The report also 
contains several concrete examples of fruitful cooperation with international and regional 
organisations, including the UN, the NATO, the African Union and the ASEAN. Nevertheless 
the report also shows that the inclusion of UNSCR 1325 issues in human rights dialogues 
remains insufficient and admits that the 17 indicators are often vaguely formulated and do 
not allow for comparison between the first and second implementation reports. A precise 
picture of progress is thus not always possible. 
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Also the EU Plan of Action on Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment in 
Development 2010-2015, contains a specific objective on ‘fully implementing UNSCR 
1325 and 1820, 1888 and 1889’ as well as two corresponding actions and indicators. A 
report on the implementation of these actions and indicators has been compiled every year 
since 2011. The 2013 Report indicated that only 3 EU Delegations had developed a strategy 
to implement the Comprehensive Approach and did not report specifically on the amount of 
annual support for the UNSCR 1325 and 1820 (although indicator 9.2.1 indicates that the 
level of funding should be annually monitored and reported upon). The goal of an annual 
increase in EU support for the UNSCR 1325 and 1820 could thus not be evaluated. While 
the reporting on the Comprehensive Approach and the women, peace and security aspects 
of the EU Plan of Action are indispensable to raise awareness and build momentum at a 
high level, it is equally crucial that the reports move beyond being merely bureaucratic 
exercises. In the post-2015 framework indicators should become more result-oriented and 
comparable over time. 
 

5. GENDER MAINSTRAIMING IN THE EU’S EXTERNAL 
POLICY  

KEY FINDINGS 

x The EU stands out internationally in its commitment to mainstream gender across all 
areas of its policies. 

x Competency in gender analysis and receptiveness to gender mainstreaming vary 
across the respective external policy area.  

x While the Commission’s DG for Development and Cooperation – Europeaid - has 
taken the lead on the promotion of gender equality, the DG for Trade has not given 
much attention to the matter. Other EU external policy services, including the DG 
for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection, the DG for Enlargement and the European 
External Action Service, have recently begun to take important steps towards a 
systematically gender mainstreamed policy.  

 
Among international organizations, the EU stands out in its support for the goal of 
gender equality. The Lisbon Reform Treaty considers ‘equality between women and men’ 
among its values and objectives and, since 1997, the EU has committed to mainstreaming 
gender considerations into all aspects of its operations and policies, stating that ‘in all the 
activities [...] the Community shall aim to eliminate inequalities and to promote equality 
between men and women’ (EU 1997 Article 2)'. Accordingly, the EU has adopted a range of 
high-level policy documents confirming that gender has to be mainstreamed in all areas of 
external policy and into all programmes and projects at regional and country levels.  
 
The Brussels-based Headquarters, including the EEAS, the European Commission’s 
Directorate-General Development and Cooperation-EuropeAid (DG DEVCO), the 
Directorate-General for Trade, the Directorate-General for Humanitarian Aid and Civil 
Protection and the Directorate-General for Enlargement are responsible for outlining the 
EU’s external policy and its implementation guidelines. Approximately 140 EU 
Delegations and offices around the world are responsible for the implementation of 
external assistance, serving as the main entry points for integrating gender equality norms 
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within the practice of European external aid. Among the EU’s external policy agencies, 
competency in gender policy analysis and receptiveness to gender mainstreaming vary 
across the respective policy areas. While DG DEVCO seems to have taken the lead on the 
matter, the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Trade, has not given much 
attention to gender inequalities. Other external policy agencies have more recently begun 
to take important steps towards a systematically gender mainstreamed policy. 
 

5.1 Directorate-General for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection 
 
Over the past years, the Directorate-General for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (DG 
ECHO) has taken major steps towards the design and systematic implementation of a 
gender mainstreaming strategy. In line with the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid 
and following recommendations from a 2009 Gender Review, DG ECHO has outlined its 
approach to gender and gender-based violence in the 2013 Staff Working Document 
‘Gender in Humanitarian Aid: Different Needs, Adapted Assistance’. With this high-
level policy document, DG ECHO aims to improve the quality of humanitarian assistance 
through gender integration, participation and protection, following a three-track approach 
including mainstreaming, targeted actions and capacity-building.  
 
In order to support policy implementation and coherence, a gender-age marker was 
designed to foster and track gender- and age-sensitive programming which will be applied 
to all funded actions as from 2014. DG ECHO uses the marker’s results to monitor its 
partner’s and own performance in integrating gender and age (examining for example if the 
share of funded actions with a high gender-age marker score is increasing, or if the 
integration of gender and age improves over the implementation period of projects). The 
use of the marker is seen by DG ECHO as a joint learning exercise and an organizational 
change process that takes time and therefore DG ECHO does not link its funding decisions 
to the gender-age marker in the beginning. When data on the performance on gender 
sensitivity are systematically being measured and baseline data are available the gender-
age marker might become a conditionality for funding.  
 
It is important to note that these crucial policy developments at DG ECHO have become 
possible due to the indispensable support of senior staff as well the Commissioner. In 
its 2013 Staff Working Paper, DG ECHO has committed to ensure the implementation of 
this policy approach through an adequate resource allocation, leadership commitment and 
monitoring of results. Additionally, with a view to reinforcing institutional knowledge and 
capacity, DG ECHO will make appropriate guidance and training opportunities available.  
 
Key challenges that have been identified to the strategy are a limited institutional 
capacity and lack of accountability. Interviews have also shown that there is resistance 
among staff members who perceive gender as another cross-cutting issue that should be 
mainstreamed as staff already faces competing priorities. In this respect, efforts to build 
staff capacity and commitment, combined with a concrete action plan, clear assignments 
and strong leadership are critical for delivering results. In the post-2015 period it is crucial 
that these high-level commitments are systematically pursued and followed up. Up to now, 
DG ECHO has not yet outlined specific targets or performance indicators to meet after 
2015. A detailed internal work plan including targets, timelines and performance indicators 
could be an important asset in this respect and could feed into the new European Strategy 
for Equality between Men and Women 2016-2020. 
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As regards staff capacity, DG ECHO has appointed a Policy Officer for Gender and 
Children (since 2010) and recently (2014) recruited a Gender Advisor to support the 
missions. Furthermore, DG ECHO has organised two-day Gender-Age Marker Trainings in 
Brussels (2 in 2014) as well as in Dakar (2014) and Nairobi (2013) to increase the capacity 
of staff and partners to act in accordance with the new gender policy and apply the gender-
age marker. These trainings are voluntary. General trainings on the integration of gender in 
humanitarian aid are not available to DG ECHO’s staff.  
 

5.2 Directorate-General for Enlargement 
 
Enlargement policy contributes to gender equality in the world in the sense that it leads 
candidate and potential candidate countries to align themselves with the EU’s acquis 
communautaire - including European standards on gender equality. In accordance with this, 
the Strategy for Equality between Men and Women has among its key actions the 
commitment to ‘monitor and support adherence to the Copenhagen criteria for accession to 
the EU in the field of equal treatment between women and men, and assist Western 
Balkans countries and Turkey with the transposition and enforcement of legislation’ 
(European Commission 2010b). In the 2013 Mid-term review of the Strategy, it was 
reported that yearly Progress Reports on (potential) candidate countries cover gender 
inequality under the political criteria as well as under chapters 19 ‘social policy and 
employment’ and 23 ‘judiciary and fundamental rights’. Also it was mentioned that some 
opinions (Albania and Montenegro), monitoring tables (Croatia) and screening meetings 
(Iceland) have covered gender equality issues. 
 
Each year, the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Enlargement (DG ENLARG) 
adopts an ‘Enlargement Package’ – which is a set of documents explaining its overall 
policy and reporting on progress achieved in each country. These country-specific progress 
reports indeed systematically contain an assessment of the countries' alignment with and 
implementation of the legal acquis in the field of gender equality. Importantly, the 
Enlargement Package also includes the annual Enlargement Strategy Paper which sets out 
the way forward and takes stock of the last twelve months. In the latest annual 
Enlargement Package which was adopted in October 2013, DG Enlargement admits that 
‘more needs to be done to improve the position of women and ensure gender equality’ in 
EU enlargement policy (European Commission 2013: 9). Although good gender analyses 
are made under chapters 19 and 23, the gender dimension could be more systematically 
mainstreamed across the other chapters of the acquis. Also it is important for DG ENLARG 
to go beyond analysing. One of the challenges DG ENLARG encounters in this respect is 
the translation of its analyses on gender inequality in the Progress Reports to meaningful 
interventions during negotiations, programs, training and support to candidate countries. 
More systematic support of partner countries and the systematic inclusion in policy dialogue 
are necessary. At present, however, there is no specific gender training available to the 
staff of DG Enlargement, which can make it difficult for officials responsible for negotiations 
and support in sub-committees and technical and screening meetings to include a gender 
perspective. 
 
DG Enlargement has recently started to act upon its wish to install a more systematic 
gender mainstreaming approach in its policy and has appointed a full-time gender 
advisor in June 2014 (Seconded National Expert with a 2 year posting). In carrying out this 
endeavour, DG Enlargement could build upon the good practices taking place in DG ECHO 
and DG DEVCO (see below). In particular the formal instalment of a network of gender 
focal persons in the EU Delegations in the (potential) candidate countries could provide a 
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valuable tool. Also the development of a Staff Working Document outlining a systematic 
approach to gender mainstream EU enlargement policy (in line with DG ECHO’s or DEVCO’s 
Action Plan) could provide useful. 
 

5.3 Directorate-General for Trade 
 
As stipulated in the European Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 2010-
2015, the EU should integrate ‘gender equality into its trade policy as part of a wider 
framework of sustainable development’ and encourage ‘the effective application of the 
ILO’s core labour standards and its Decent Work Agenda, including in relation to non-
discrimination, in its preferential trade agreements’ (European Commission 2010b). 
However, trade policy is not mentioned among the Strategy’s key actions and – in contrast 
to all other external DGs as well as the EEAS - DG Trade is notably absent in the strategy’s 
division of labour. Indeed, the little research that has been conducted on the EU’s gender 
and trade policy indicates that DG Trade is among the poorest compliers with the EU 
requirement to gender mainstreaming. While in principle gender equality should be 
addressed in the Sustainability Impact Assessments4  (SIAs) to help guide negotiators 
in trade discussions, there is little evidence of gender being systematically included in SIAs, 
nor of gender considerations being actually used by trade negotiators. If SIAs would 
systematically assess the likely impact of proposed trade agreements, this would constitute 
an important first step in gender mainstreaming EU trade policies. The SIAs handbook does 
not include a strong gender component and stays noncommittal, leaving significant room 
for the external evaluator’s preference whether or not to look at trade policy’s gender 
aspects. An update of the SIA handbook would provide a useful first entry point to 
integrate gender issues more strongly in DG trade’s policy. 
 
While DG Trade does have a staff member who formally has gender issues in her portfolio 
(among other things), there is little proof of the inclusion of gender equality issues in 
the work of DG Trade. Also, there are no gender trainings available within DG Trade. A 
systematic approach to gender mainstream trade policy still has to be built from scratch. In 
carrying out this endeavour, DG Trade can build upon good practices taking place in other 
external policy DGs. For example DG ECHO’s recent development of a Staff Working 
Document outlining the promotion of gender equality, could provide a useful example to 
install a systematic approach to gender mainstream trade policy. Also, the use of a gender 
equality policy marker (in line with DG ECHO’s gender-age marker, or the OECD’s G-marker 
used by DG DEVCO) could provide an inspiration in this sense. 
 

5.4 Directorate-General for Development and Cooperation – 
EuropeAid 

 
The Commission’s DG DEVCO (previously DG Development and DG AIDCO) has been 
viewed as the most gender-friendly DG focused on external policy, as it has been 
intensely involved in Gender and Development debates since the early 1980s and has 
issued a string of relevant policy statements, resolutions and communications since the 
Beijing conference. Notably in 2001, the Commission issued its Programme of Action for the 

                                                 
4 Trade Sustainability Impact Assessments are independent studies conducted by external consultants studying 
the likely impacts of trade liberalisation in areas such as income, employment, capital investment, equity and 
poverty, health and education, gender inequality, environmental quality of air, water and land, biological diversity 
and other natural resource stocks. 
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Mainstreaming of Gender Equality in Community Development Cooperation stipulating a 
twin-track strategy which implies ‘the EC is committed to including gender equality goals in 
the mainstream of EC development co-operation policies, programmes and projects’, while 
‘concrete actions targeting women (specific actions)’ reinforce these processes (European 
Commission 2001: 8-13). In 2006, the Council, the Parliament and the Commission, jointly 
agreed upon the European Consensus on Development and included forceful language 
on gender equality intended to guide the actions of both the EU and its Member States. 
Inspired by this momentum, in 2007, DG DEVCO issued a ‘Communication on Gender 
Equality and Women’s Empowerment in Development Cooperation’ aimed at increasing the 
efficiency of gender mainstreaming and refocusing specific actions for women’s 
empowerment, providing 41 concrete suggestions in the areas of governance, employment, 
education, health and domestic violence. Requested by the European Development Council, 
the EU Plan of Action on Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment in Development 
2010-2015 was released by the Commission in 2010. This Gender Action Plan (GAP) is a 
high-level staff working document that implements the 2007 Communication and replaces 
the twin-track strategy with a ‘three-pronged approach’ consisting of gender 
mainstreaming, specific actions, and political and policy dialogue to put gender equality 
more systematically on the agenda of the dialogue with partner countries. The GAP 
contains 9 objectives, 37 actions and 53 indicators, to which DG DEVCO, the EEAS, the 
Member States and the EU Delegations have committed and report on annually. Each year 
this information is gathered in Brussels, formalised and sent to the Council for approval.  
 
In November 2013, the third report on the implementation of the GAP was published. It 
concludes that while progress is on-going, it is extremely slow and needs to be accelerated. 
In 2013, only 79 EU Delegations submitted a report (which is a decrease from 93 
Delegations in 2012), as well as 16 Member States. Positive achievements in the period 
2012-2013 included the number of sectors using sex-disaggregated indicators going up 
from 5 to 18 as well as the elaboration of Gender Country Profiles in 12 EU Delegations 
(planned in 13 others). Despite this progress, significant challenges were reported, such as 
the lack of technical capacities and knowledge at country level or the relatively high 
number of countries where gender equality is not raised in political dialogue. Indeed, 
integrating gender equality issues in political dialogue can be challenging for senior officials 
who are not equipped or committed to the topic. Also, further progress is required to 
achieve the ambitious goal to ensure that 75 per cent of aid contributes principally or 
significantly to gender equality and women’s empowerment (currently 28 per cent of new 
EU proposals mark gender as a principal or significant objective). The next implementation 
report is due in the winter of 2014.  
 
External reviews of the GAP indicate uneven progress across objectives and policy 
actors. Although interviews indicate that the GAP and its annual reporting are crucial for 
awareness-raising and changing staff mind-set, the effects on the ground vary from 
Delegation to Delegation and much depends on the involvement of the Heads of Mission 
and of Cooperation. In general, external reviews point out a variable to weak buy-in from 
EU Heads of Delegations and Member State Ambassadors translating into low performance 
of senior officials and low financial and human resources allocated to implementation. While 
some case-studies showed committed Heads of Delegation and Cooperation, pushing staff 
to integrate gender issues in their work, in other Delegations there is an indifference or 
apathy towards gender mainstreaming. In general, aside from those working specifically on 
gender issues, it seems that gender mainstreaming and the GAP are not yet widely 
understood within the Commission, the Delegations, the EEAS and the Member States. 
Furthermore, with the exception of specific objectives on MDG3 (promote gender equality 
and empower women), MDG5 (improve maternal mortality), gender-based violence and the 
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UNSCR 1325 - the GAP does not directly address important thematic areas such as 
women’s economic empowerment and political participation (ODI 2013). 
 
Another challenge can be encountered in the reporting. As is the case with the reporting 
on the EU-indicators for the Comprehensive Approach (see chapter 4), the reporting on the 
GAP often uses a narrative approach which does not always provide sufficient information 
for comparison and analysis. For example the reporting on the inclusion of gender equality 
issues in the Delegation’s political dialogue provides little detail on what issues were raised 
with whom, when and with what results (ODI 2013). Also clear reporting on gender 
mainstreaming in EU general and sector budget support is lacking – which leaves a 
considerable amount of EU aid untracked. 
 
On the positive side, as regards expertise and capacity-building, DG DEVCO is at the 
forefront of EU external services. DG DEVCO is the only external policy agency that has a 
full-fledged unit working on gender issues. Within the unit ‘Governance, Democracy, 
Gender and Human Rights’, DG DEVCO has created 5 positions dealing with gender issues, 
including 1 permanent official, 2 national seconded expert and 2 contract agents. Four 
positions deal exclusively with gender equality, while one position also focuses on children’s 
rights, LGBTI issues and non-discrimination. The Unit has a significant workload regarding 
gender equality matters, including policy development and follow-up, the design of tools 
and support to the Delegations, but also analysing all EU development projects submitted 
to the different Office Quality Support Groups (oQSGs)5  and ensuring the integration of a 
gender perspective in their design. The work in the oQSG is a crucial aspect of gender 
mainstreaming EU development policy, although the Unit has insufficient staff to carry out 
this task thoroughly. 
 
In 2007, DG DEVCO invited all EU Delegations to appoint a Gender Focal Person (GFP)6  
and (re-)established its expertise-sharing network consisting of GFPs in the 
Delegations as well as representatives from all DGs dealing with gender and external 
relations. In theory, all Delegations have now formally appointed a GFP, although the 
degree to which gender equality issues are promoted depends on the support from the 
hierarchy as well as on the commitment and educational background of the staff member.  
 
Furthermore, since 2004, DG DEVCO has initiated a process of systematic technical 
assistance and capacity-building on gender mainstreaming in development 
cooperation.7  Since then, over 2000 persons working on development related matters have 
received training, which is quite an impressive number. However, taking into account the 
hierarchical position of these staff members, it comes to the fore that participants have 
been mostly female contract agents with temporary assignments (as opposed to permanent 
officials) in non-decision-making positions while the EU’s permanent officials seem more 
interested in other training opportunities. Parts of the trained EU staff have thus left the EU 
institutions resulting in consequent losses of continuity and institutional memory. Also, the 
relatively lower status of staff trained in gender matters can limit their ability to influence 
decision-making (ODI 2013). 
                                                 
5 The oQSGs perform peer reviews of the EU’s external assistance activities at the identification and formulation 
stage. Five oQSGs are currently operating, one for each geographic region, and one dealing with measures funded 
through thematic budget lines. Each oQSG is composed of DEVCO staff based in Brussels and the Delegations. 
They are responsible for the geographical aspects, quality from a thematic perspective and conformity with 
contractual and financial rules and practices. See: http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/ensure-aid-
effectiveness/quality-support-groups_en.htm 
6 A GFP is defined as a member who is responsible for facilitating the promotion of women's empowerment and 
gender equality issues in the activities of the Delegation. 
7 Web-based training as well as tailor made face-to-face training in the EU Delegations have been made available 
annually. 
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5.5 European External Action Service  
 
Since the Directorate-General for External Relations was merged into the EEAS in 2010, 
headed by HR/VP Catherine Ashton, gender equality in external relations has gotten a more 
prominent position and several initiatives have taken place. The role of the EEAS as regards 
the implementation of the GAP has been concerned with actions around UNSCR 1325 (see 
chapter 4). Furthermore, responsibility rests with the EEAS for a number of training-related 
indicators (for example providing gender training for EEAS staff pre-posting and for Heads 
of Mission). In this respect the EEAS has increased the availability of gender trainings 
for its staff: it organised a gender training in 2012 for Delegations’ human rights focal 
points, EEAS headquarters, Commission as well as the Parliament. Also gender and human 
rights are routinely included in the foundation courses on CSDP and were included as a 
topic in the first EU senior mission leaders’ course (held in October 2013). Although the 
first important steps for institutional capacity-building at EEAS have been taken, these 
effort needs to be sustained to ensure the systematic and structural training of all EEAS 
staff. 
 
Another important role is connected to the implementation of the 2012 EU Strategic 
Framework and Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy, which comprises ‘the 
protection of the rights of women and against gender-based violence’ among its goals and 
includes five gender-related actions for which the EEAS is responsible. Reporting is taking 
place annually, using a narrative approach citing actions and events. Within the framework 
of the EU Strategic Framework and Action Plan, in April 2012, the EEAS has appointed a 
full-time Gender Adviser to its Director on Human Rights and Democracy (permanent 
official at senior level), cooperating in an informal EEAS gender policy network containing 
staff from various EEAS departments who have gender equality issues in their portfolio.  
 
The last few years, gender equality in external relations has been high on the agenda and 
is supported at a high level as demonstrated by regular statements by the HR/VP for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy as well as by other senior EEAS officials. This has 
created an important momentum at EEAS and has helped to raise the profile and 
importance of efforts on gender equality and the rights of women and girls (ODI 2013). 
Furthermore, the EEAS has made efforts to tackle the underrepresentation of women in EU 
external relations services and promote gender balance at all levels of appointments, 
in Headquarters and Delegations. For example an informal women’s network for EEAS staff 
was set up, organising trainings and internal events to raise awareness at senior level and 
at the human resources department. As a result the EEAS Human Resources Department 
has taken a certain number of incentives such as ensuring an adequate gender balance in 
all selection panels or giving preference to a female candidate in cases where two 
applicants for a post display equal merit. 
 
However, according to an external evaluation carried out by the Overseas Development 
Institute (ODI) ‘there is no evidence of systematic gender mainstreaming across the 
EEAS in its political affairs and geographical departments’ nor of gender analysis and 
gender equality issues being systematically mainstreamed in political dialogue (ODI 2013: 
11). Conducting gender analysis and ensuring gender equality issues are integrated in 
political dialogue with partner countries and in policy programming, should however be an 
EEAS priority. 
 
One difficulty in this respect can be attributed to an unclear division of labour and 
responsibility between the EEAS and DG DEVCO, ‘whereby EEAS leads on 
programming and DEVCO on policy’ (ODI 2013: 12). This hampers the implementation of 
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the GAP as well as the Strategy for Equality between Women and Men. Also none of the 
three GAP implementation reports contain a specific chapter on the work and role of the 
EEAS (while it does contain chapters on the Commission, the EU Delegations and the 
Member States). Coordination between foreign policy and development policy needs to be 
improved to fulfil the political commitments on gender equality, particularly in the 
Delegations (for example as regards political dialogue and the reporting on this dialogue by 
Heads of Mission). Nevertheless, all in all the EEAS has taken important steps towards a 
gender mainstreamed external policy under HR/VP Ashton’s leadership, which should be 
sustained in the next hierarchy. 
 

6. ANALYSIS OF STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, 
OPPORTUNITIES AND THREATS 

6.1 Build on Strengths, Eliminate Weaknesses 

STRENGTHS 

x Strong EU policy framework on the promotion of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in external policy in place. 

x Annual/Biennial reporting at a high policy level creating important momentum and 
awareness-raising. 

x DG DEVCO has invested significantly in institutional expertise and capacity-building. 
The EEAS and DG ECHO have more recently taken important steps to systematically 
institutionalize expertise and capacity-building. 

 
The EU has a strong policy framework in place covering most aspects of the promotion 
of gender equality and women’s empowerment in external policy, comprising the 
Comprehensive Approach to the EU Implementation of the UNSCR 1325 and 1820 on 
Women, Peace and Security; the European Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 
2010-2015 (including the promotion of gender equality beyond the EU among its five 
priority areas); the EU Plan of Action on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in 
Development 2010-2015 and the EU Strategic Framework and Action Plan on Human Rights 
and Democracy (including the protection of the rights of women, and protection against 
gender-based violence among its goals). Most of these strategies include actions, indicators 
and the responsible actors (the EEAS, the Commission DGs, the EU Delegations and/or the 
Member States). Each of these strategic frameworks involve annual (in case of the GAP, 
the Strategy for Equality between Women and Men and the Action Plan on Human Rights 
and Democracy) or biennial reporting (in case of the EU-Indicators for the Comprehensive 
Approach). Guided by these significant political commitments and high-level reporting 
tools, the external services of the EU institutionalize gender mainstreaming methodologies 
and gender equality principles across their policy and operational work. 
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WEAKNESSES 

x Policy development and follow-up are uneven across policy areas. 

x Effective implementation of EU policy framework remains unclear.  

x Institution-wide gender-competence is insufficient, situated at the lower levels of 
the hierarchy and leaking away. 

 
Nevertheless, although in principle all EU external services as well as all staff members 
share the responsibility for gender mainstreaming, in practice, policy development and 
follow-up are uneven across policy areas and the effective implementation 
remains highly dependent on the skill, commitment and time invested by 
individual staff members who have gender issues in their portfolio. Not all DGs have a 
systematic gender policy in place. Trade policy is not included in the Strategy for Equality 
between Women and Men nor does it have an internal policy framework on the promotion 
of gender equality and women’s empowerment. DG Enlargement has only recently taken 
the first steps towards this endeavour. Also the EEAS might benefit from an internal action 
plan bringing together its dispersed efforts. 
 
Furthermore, one of the key institutional challenges is the availability of gender 
expertise in the Commission’s external policy agencies. DG DEVCO is the only external 
policy agency that has a full-fledged unit working on gender issues, while the EEAS and DG 
ECHO have recently begun to invest in institutional expertise and capacity-building. In the 
other external policy agencies the picture varies: while all DGs have a person responsible 
for gender equality issues/mainstreaming, this is often not a full-time function as the 
administrator is also responsible for other issue areas. The person in charge for gender is 
also mostly a temporary agent which might hamper institutional memory and continuity. In 
general, staff members working on gender equality policy are highly committed, but 
insufficiently resourced and supported by the hierarchy.  
 
Although it could be expected that a considerable body of institutional knowledge and 
experience have been build up over the past decades given the investments in gender 
training and capacity-building for development staff since 2004, most trained staff 
members have been temporary contract agents at the lower levels of the hierarchy, so a 
loss of institutional expertise has occurred. Interviews with experts also indicate a low 
understanding of the importance to mainstream gender with overall staff (for example with 
staff managing sector and budget support programmes) and stress the need for continued 
efforts to invest in gender trainings accustomed to the specific work in the different DGs. 
Also, the EU’s low score on the OECD G-marker indicates a need for a stronger and more 
sustained support to the EU Delegations. 
 
Lastly, while high-level reporting creates important awareness raising and momentum, 
clear result indicators measuring actual performance are often lacking (an 
exception being the 75 per cent target on the G-marker in the GAP). In the post-2015 
period, actions and indicators should be made more concrete and data more systematically 
collected and analysed, otherwise reporting risks being a bureaucratic exercise resulting in 
a merely formal compliance to the goals of gender equality.  
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6.2 Exploit Opportunities, Mitigate Threats 

OPPORTUNITIES AND THREATS 

x Opportunity: Clear consensus among donors that gender-equality should be central 
in the post-2015 agenda. 

x Threat: Insufficient resources and priority overload in a context of crisis. 

x Opportunity/Threat: Global shift towards the use of budget support. 

 
The international process to develop a post-2015 development framework to replace the 
MDGs provides a significant momentum to push the agenda for gender equality 
further, as there seems to be a clear consensus among most international actors that 
gender equality should be a centre-piece in the new framework with a stand-alone goal and 
a broadening of the current targets (Kabeer and Woodroffe 2014). This historic moment 
provides an opportunity to broaden and deepen the gender equality agenda and move 
beyond the predominant focus on gender issues in education and health. However, donors 
increasingly operate in a context of priority overload where gender equality is a cross-
cutting issue to be mainstreamed among a range of other issues including the environment, 
human rights, and HIV/AIDS. The danger exists that gender equality is being 
‘mainstreamed out’ as it is subsumed into wider discussions about inequality reduction. A 
key challenge for donors is thus to ensure that gender is, and remains, a development 
priority (UNU-WIDER 2012). This is a particularly timely task as so far the world’s resources 
for gender equality have been inadequate to the task of improving women’s position in 
society for effective equality between men and women. More specifically, at the Fifty-eighth 
session of the UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) in March 2014 on the 
‘challenges and achievements in the implementation of the MDGs for women and girls’, the 
CSW has stressed that ‘significant underinvestment in gender equality … continue to limit 
progress on the Millennium Development Goals for girls and women of all ages, their 
families and communities’ (UN 2014: 9). Especially in the context of the global economic 
crisis, shifts to austerity measures with a reduction in investment in social sectors taken 
by some countries have impacted women and girls negatively (UN 2014). Development 
resources, including official development assistance, in support of gender equality and 
women’s empowerment thus remain essential. 
 
Furthermore donors have been operating in a context of changing aid modalities which 
have led to a decline of support by traditional donors to projects and programmes, and a 
shift towards budget support, policy dialogue, and giving aid through multilateral 
institutions. Budget support is one of the aid modalities enforced by the EU and its 
Members States after the Paris Declaration and constitutes a shift away from project- 
toward programme-based assistance directly into the partner country government budget. 
Gender advocates see potential in budget support as it can help to ensure that the focus is 
on the results aid has and on how the government budget advances gender equality (WIDE 
2007). Another advantage is that budget support – as opposed to projects and 
programmes – gives donors high-level access to partner countries’ policy dialogue which 
can be an important entry point for discussing gender equality with partner governments 
and introducing gender equality principles in public sector reforms.  
However, budget support is also a controversial aid modality and gender advocates have 
expressed fears it equals a deprioritization of gender equality (WIDE 2007). The picture 
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that emerges from the limited literature examining the implications of the new aid 
environment for gender equality and women’s rights shows that its potential to significantly 
advance gender equality has not been realised. Whilst there are examples of successful 
gender budgeting8, gender issues are generally not well addressed in budget support and 
women’s organisations have been marginalized in aid programmes and silenced in policy 
debates (Gender and Development Network 2008). Nevertheless, in 2011, the EU has 
reaffirmed and strengthened its commitment to the use of budget support. In this renewed 
policy, gender equality objectives have not explicitly been brought to the fore.9  
 

7. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The European Parliament should call upon the Commission, the EEAS and the Council to 
develop a strong position on gender equality and women’s rights in foreign affairs and 
development cooperation, so the EU can take a leadership role in promoting the gender 
equality and women’s rights agenda globally after 2015. More specifically, the Parliament 
should urge the Commission, the EEAS and the Council to have a coherent gender equality 
policy across all aspects of external relations, broaden and deepen the EU’s gender policy in 
its external relations and development cooperation, sustain and strengthen political 
leadership and accountability and further invest in institution-wide expertise and capacity-
building. 
 
1. Greater policy coherence in promoting gender equality in all areas of EU 

external action without exception. A more integrated approach to gender 
mainstreaming and gender equality policy is needed which ensures the full 
involvement and commitment of all EU institutions across all aspects of 
external policy.  

 
x The Commission and the EEAS should 'ensure that policy in [all external policy] 

areas is coherent with the objectives of promoting gender equality and women’s 
empowerment’. This includes CDSP, climate change policy, development 
cooperation, enlargement policy, humanitarian aid, human rights, trade, and 
neighbourhood policy. 
 

x The Commission should propose for the new Strategy for Equality between Women 
and Men 2016-2020 concrete and ambitious actions and targets for the EEAS as well 
as for each external policy DG (DEVCO, ECHO, ENLARG and TRADE). A clear division 
of labour with targets and responsibilities for each external policy service, without 
exception, as well as instructions for staff on their role in implementing the EU’s 
gender equality policy should be set up. 
 

x Building on the good practices in other external policy services, DG Trade, DG 
Enlargement and the EEAS should start with the development of an Action Plan 
outlining how to systematically mainstream gender in all their policies. The use of a 
gender marker as well as the formal instalment of a gender focal persons’ network 
should be examined. 

 

                                                 
8 See for example the three-year European Commission-UNIFEM programme launched in 2008 , ‘Integrating 
gender responsive budgeting into the aid effectiveness agenda’ supporting gender budgeting initiatives in 10 pilot 
countries, providing evidence on how budget support can advance gender equality in practice. 
9 To the contrary, while the 2007 guidelines contain a complete section discussing gender equality, the 2012 
guidelines only contain two brief references to ‘the poor, women and children’. 
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2. Broaden and deepen EU gender policy in external relations and development 
cooperation.  

 
x The EU Plan of Action on Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment in 

Development, the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy and the 
European Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 2010-2015 will all be 
updated in 2015. The Commission should use this opportunity to put forward clear 
goals, connected to financial commitments. The performance indicators in the 
existing reporting structures need to be revamped so that they become results-
oriented and allow to track progress as well as annual comparison. The Commission 
should make sure that narrative reporting styles are replaced with a systematic 
reporting on indicators measuring tangible results. 
 

x The European Commission should ensure the availability of methodical collection 
and use of sex-disaggregated data which is necessary to support the switch from a 
narrative to a result-oriented reporting approach. 
 

x The European Commission should broaden the gender equality agenda and explicitly 
include women’s economic empowerment and political participation in the new 
strategies for the post-2015 framework (including the new EU Plan of Action on 
Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment in Development, the EU Action Plan on 
Human Rights and Democracy and the European Strategy for Equality between 
Women and Men). To support this endeavour, the European Commission will have to 
develop and use a detailed set of indicators measuring women’s control over and 
access to assets and decent work, as well as their effective participation in decision-
making.  
 

x Given that the EU is an international frontrunner on both budget support as well as 
the promotion of gender equality, the European Commission and the budgetary 
authority should make sure this aid modality includes a gender dimension and 
guarantees a female ownership. This endeavour starts with creating a base line and 
measuring the amount of EU sector and general budget support that includes gender 
indicators and objectives (gender budgeting). In this respect, the European 
Commission could also propose to experiment with sector budget support to 
Ministries of Women’s Affairs and Gender Equality instead of investing in more 
established Ministries such as Ministries of Transport or Education which are often 
already better funded. 
 

x The European Commission and the budgetary authority should reiterate financial 
commitment to gender equality in EU external policy by providing increased 
financing for gender mainstreaming as well as specific projects on gender equality 
and women’s rights. This includes an increase in resources for local, national, 
regional and international women’s organisations who, as evidence shows, have 
proven to be key actors in advancing women’s rights by acting as policy watchdogs 
and norm catalysts in society. 
 

x In this respect, the European Commission and the EEAS should systematically track 
financial allocations to gender equality (gender mainstreaming, specific actions and 
support to women’s organisations) and include this data in the DGs' annual 
reporting (for example in DEVCO’s ‘Annual Report on the European Community's 
Development and External Assistance Policies and their Implementation’). 
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3. Sustain and strengthen political leadership and senior management support 
for gender equality in EU external relations at Headquarters and Delegation 
level.  

 
x As a key EU value and political objective, EU political leaders and senior managers 

from EEAS, the European Commission and the EU delegations should be encouraged 
to put gender issues high on the political agenda and continue to speak out publicly 
on persistent gender inequalities and women’s rights violations whenever and 
wherever they occur. 
 

x The European Commission and the EEAS should ensure that competence on gender 
equality issues is incorporated in the job descriptions, work plans and performance 
assessments of senior management in the EU Headquarters and Delegations (for 
example for the Head of Delegation and Head of Cooperation). This should be 
accompanied by mandatory training (of at least four hours).  
 

x The European Parliament should monitor regularly whether gender equality became 
a mandatory agenda item for political dialogue with third countries on matters 
regarding human rights, development, trade and accession policy. The budgetary 
authority should make sure that EU representatives will be equipped with the 
necessary training and briefing. 
 

x The European Commission and the EEAS should create accountability at higher 
levels of the hierarchy by including gender equality targets linked to the post-2015 
framework in work plans and performance assessments of senior and middle 
management in both Headquarters and Delegations. 

 
4. Further investments in institution-wide expertise and capacity-building in both 

EU Headquarters as well as the Delegations. 
 

x The European Commission and the EEAS should build in-house capacity on gender 
equality issues by integrating a gender perspective in all EU training programmes for 
all external DGs as well as the EEAS. Training is now focussed on EU development 
staff, but policy-specific gender mainstreaming trainings in other Directorates-
Generals are necessary. 
 

x In this respect, the European Commission and the EEAS should make sure that 
gender training of at least four hours is mandatory for staff managing sectorial 
programmes, general and sector budget support and political and policy dialogue in 
third countries. 
 

x All EU institutions should make sure that, in application of a key value of the EU, job 
descriptions and performance assessments explicitly involve gender competence, 
especially when hiring staff members for policy, research and operational positions. 
 

x All EU institutions should also ensure that gender focal persons in the Headquarters 
and the Delegations are allowed to work on gender matters full-time as gender 
mainstreaming is not a low-cost or no-cost exercise. Furthermore, it is crucial to 
recruit additional full-time gender advisors and experts at senior levels where they 
can influence decision-making. 
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