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INTRODUCTION
One year ago, on 5 March 2020, the Commission adopted its Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025. The strategy
was the first deliverable on President von der Leyen’s commitment to a Union of Equality. It sets out an
ambitious framework for the next 5 years, formally endorsed by the Commission, on how to advance gender
equality in Europe and beyond. The strategy is based on a vision for a Europe where women and men, girls and
boys, in all their diversity, are free from violence and stereotypes and have the opportunity to thrive and to
lead.
This is the first report under the new strategy. It takes stock of where the EU and its Member States stand on
gender equality one year after the adoption of the Strategy. It sets out the EU’s achievements and gives
inspiring examples from the Member States and EU-funded projects for each of the strategy’s five key areas:
⮚
⮚
⮚
⮚
⮚

Being free from violence and stereotypes
Thriving in a gender equal economy
Leading equally throughout society
Gender mainstreaming and funding
Promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment across the world.

The past year has been marked by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has proven to be a major challenge for
gender equality. The pandemic has exacerbated existing inequalities between women and men in almost all
areas of life, both in Europe and beyond. The report presents the available data on the gendered impact of the
COVID-19 crisis for each area of the strategy and outlines the measures the EU and Member States have taken
to mitigate these effects.
Despite the challenges arising from the COVID-19 crisis, the Commission made significant efforts to move
forward with the implementation of the Gender Equality Strategy over the past year. It stepped up its fight
against gender-based violence by publishing, in June 2020, it’s first-ever EU victims’ rights strategy and by
launching, in February 2021, an open public consultation on a new legislative initiative to better support victims
and prosecute perpetrators of gender-based violence. It also continued its efforts to accede to the Istanbul
Convention. The Commission addressed the issue of online violence with its proposal for a Digital Services Act,
adopted in December 2020, which clarifies the responsibilities of online platforms, thereby contributing to
making the internet safer for women. With the adoption of the proposal for a Directive strengthening the equal
pay principle through pay transparency and enforcement mechanisms in early March 2021, the Commission
has taken a major step to improve the respect of the right to equal pay and tackle pay discrimination. Also in
early March 2021, the Commission adopted an Action Plan to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights,
which puts gender equality at its core and establishes, amongst others, ambitious targets for women’s
participation in the labour market and the provision of early childhood education and care which is very
important in this context. In the 2020 Digital Education Action Plan and the European Skills Agenda, the
Commission announced a range of actions to ensure that girls and young women participate equally in ICT
studies and develop their digital skills. The Commission itself made progress on women’s participation in
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politics and increased female representation in decision-making, with the first-ever gender-balanced College of
Commissioners in the EU’s history. The Commission also strengthened gender equality and women’s
empowerment outside of the EU through the new Gender Action Plan (GAP III) for 2021-2025. The new multiannual financial framework for 2021-2027 promotes gender-equality both through strengthened gender
mainstreaming and targeted actions of specific EU spending programmes. The Next Generation EU recovery
instrument requires Member States to explain how the measures in their national recovery plans will
contribute to gender equality, thus ensuring a gender equal and fair recovery in the EU.
The implementation of the Gender Equality Strategy takes a dual approach comprising gender mainstreaming
and targeted measures to address gender inequality. As intersectionality is a horizontal principle for its
implementation, the strategy is reflected in the other equality strategies that have followed after it. This
includes the EU Roma strategic framework for equality, inclusion and participation for 2020- 2030, the LGBTIQ
equality strategy 2020-2025, the EU Anti-racism action plan 2020-2025 and the Strategy on the rights of
persons with disabilities 2021-2030.
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FREE FROM VIOLENCE AND STEREOTYPES
At the core of gender inequalities, gender-based violence continues to be an endemic problem
disproportionately affecting women and girls.1 The perpetrator is an intimate partner for one in five women
experiencing such acts2 and in over half of the female murder victim cases. 3 The most recent results of the
Fundamental Rights Survey further confirm this phenomenon from the perspective of a broader experience on
crime. Women are more likely to experience incidences of violence occurring within the household, of sexual
nature and perpetrated more often by a family member or relative. 4 Gender-based violence constitutes a
major barrier in the path toward gender equality. It is a violation of the victim’s human rights, dignity and, in
the worst cases, right to life. Amid growing threats to gender equality, amplified by the outbreak of COVID-19
and its socio-economic consequences, ending gender-based violence is a key EU policy objective. It remains
among the main goals of the EU gender equality strategy for 2020-2025.
IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified existing gender-based violence against women, confirming longstanding research findings that the risk of domestic violence tends to increase in times of crisis. 5 Lockdown
measures were set to keep people safe at home. However, home turned out not to be safe for everyone and
lockdown measures played a demonstrable role in the significant increase in reports of domestic violence and
an increase in gender-based violence overall6.
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1

One in three women in the EU aged 15 or over has suffered physical and/or sexual violence, one in two have
been sexually harassed, around two in five women has endured psychological violence and 1 in 10 has
been subject to online harassment, European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Violence against
women:
an
EU-wide
survey,
2014,
p.
21.
Available
at
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2014-vaw-survey-main-results-apr14_en.pdf. This
survey is still the most up-to-date source of information on gender-based-violence in the EU. In 2020, the
Commission launched a new survey, coordinated by EUROSTAT, to provide up-to-date data on genderbased violence, see p. 16 for details.

2

Ibid.

3

European Parliamentary Research Service, Violence against women in the EU: State of play, 2019, p. 2.
Available
at
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/630296/EPRS_BRI(2018)630296_EN.pdf.

4

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Fundamental Rights Survey: Crime, Safety and Victims’
Rights, Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2021, p.33-48. Available at:
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-crime-safety-victims-rights_en.pdf

5

World Health Organization, Violence and disasters, 2005. Available at
https://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/violence/violence_disasters.pdf.

6

World Health Organization, The rise and rise of interpersonal violence – an unintended impact of the COVID-19
response on families, 2020. Available at: https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/disease-
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While the collection of robust EU-level data is ongoing, preliminary findings from an assortment of
independently carried-out studies point towards an escalation of psychological and physical violence against
women by an intimate partner7. In spring 2020, several EU Member States recorded a surge in domestic
violence during the first lockdowns8. For example, the number of reports of domestic violence in France rose by
32% during the first week of lockdown. Lithuania recorded 20% more reports throughout the first three weeks
of lockdown.9 Ireland saw a five-fold increase in domestic violence orders. 10 Spanish authorities reported an
18% rise in calls during the first fortnight of confinement. 11 Such violence is more prevalent amongst couples
with children, with previous experiences of intimate violence, who are economically disadvantaged and in
which both members are in lockdown.12 Stress resulting from the loss of employment or financial uncertainties

prevention/violence-and-injuries/news/news/2020/6/the-rise-and-rise-of-interpersonal-violence-anunintended-impact-of-the-covid-19-response-on-families.
United Nations, WHO warns of surge of domestic violence as COVID-19 cases decrease in Europe, UN Regional
Informational Centre for Western Europe, 2020, available at: https://unric.org/en/who-warns-of-surge-ofdomestic-violence-as-covid-19-cases-decrease-in-europe/.
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7

Arenas-Arroyo, E.; Fernandez-Kranz, D.; Nollenberger, N., ‘Can’t Leave You Now! Intimate Partner Violence
under Forced Coexistence and Economic Uncertainty’, IZA Institute of Labour Economics, Discussion Paper
Series No.13570, 2020. Available at https://covid-19.iza.org/publications/dp13570/. The surge of domestic
violence can have even more devastating effects in couples with children due to the traumatising effects
domestic violence can have on child victims or witnesses.

8

European Parliament, Draft Report on the gender perspective in the COVID-19 crisis and post-crisis period,
2020/2121 (INI), 2020, p. 6. Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/FEMM-PR653727_EN.pdf.

9

European Institute for Gender Equality, Covid-19 and gender equality: gender-based violence, 2020. Available
at https://eige.europa.eu/covid-19-and-gender-equality/gender-based-violence.

10

European Women’s Lobby, Women must not pay the price for COVID-19: Putting equality between women
and men at the heart of the response to COVID-19 across Europe, 2020, p. 4. Available at:
https://www.womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/ewl_policy_brief_on_covid-19_impact_on_women_and_girls2.pdf

11

Sosa Troya, M. and Torres Menarguez, A., Las llamadas al 016 por violencia machista aumentan un 18%
durante el estado de alarma, 2020. Available at https://elpais.com/sociedad/2020-04-01/el-016-recibe521-llamadas-mas-por-violencia-machista-durante-el-estado-de-alarma.html; Mahtani, Noor, Las llamadas
al 016 por violencia machista aumentan un 47,3% en la primera quincena de abril, 2020. Available at
https://elpais.com/sociedad/2020-04-16/las-llamadas-al-016-por-violencia-machista-aumentan-un-473en-la-primera-quincena-de-abril.html. Spain also reported a 269.6% increase in email consultations, 168
requests for psychological support through the WhatsApp service and a 43% rise in the use of geolocation
during that period.

12

Arenas-Arroyo, E.; Fernandez-Kranz, D.; Nollenberger, N., ‘Can’t Leave You Now! Intimate Partner Violence
under Forced Coexistence and Economic Uncertainty’, IZA Institute of Labour Economics, Discussion Paper
Series No.13570, 2020. Available at https://covid-19.iza.org/publications/dp13570/. The surge of domestic
violence can have even more devastating effects in couples with children due to the traumatising effects
domestic violence can have on child victims or witnesses.
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during the pandemic further increases the risk of physical, sexual and psychological abuse 13. Even when
lockdown measures will eventually be lifted, there are likely long-term socio-economic consequences are likely
to prevail, of which is an increase in intimate-partner violence.
In order to prevent further escalation or long-term consequences, action is needed to end gender-based
violence against women and girls. Ensuring that victims can access adequate support at this time of crisis,
including in rural areas, should be one of the priorities. In April 2020, the Commission urged Member States to
guarantee that their emergency responses to the outbreak took account of the needs of groups in
disadvantaged situations, such as victims of domestic violence, in line with their obligations under EU law. The
Commission also stressed the importance to allocate resources to relevant support and protection services,
helplines and shelters. EU Member States have put in place several types of measures to support victims of
violence under the particularly difficult circumstances of the COVID-19 crisis. For example, some EU Member
States set up 24/7 helplines, launched awareness campaigns in pharmacies which remained open during
lockdowns, increased the capacity of shelters and generally declared support services as essential services to
ensure their continued functioning despite pandemic-related restrictions. In a recent study covering the period
until September 2020, the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) provides a preliminary overview of
national measures to support victims of violence during the Covid-19 outbreak, identifies examples of
promising practices and provides recommendations on how to better support victims during the pandemic, as
well as in future crises The report identifies common challenges faced by Member States such as ensuring the
continuity and finding new avenues for support services, addressing the increase in demand and the sustained
strain on service provider staff, assessing victim’s level of risk and overcoming inadequate funding. 14
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13

Ibid. This impact is more prominent in couples with previous experience of domestic violence or when manonly economic-stress is the case.

14

EIGE, The COVID-19 pandemic and intimate partner violence against women in the EU, March 2021,
forthcoming.
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In France, faced with the dramatic rise in domestic violence during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Ministry of the
Interior and the National Council of Pharmacists (Conseil national de l’Ordre des pharmaciens) adopted a
common strategy to address the difficulties of victims to access support services during the lockdowns. A code
word was set in place for victims to signal pharmacy staff to contact help in a secure way. Following the
established procedure, staff would collect the victims’ information in a discreet and confidential manner and
provide a safe space whilst contacting support organisations. If needed, staff could also call the police to the
premises. In order to take care of the victims as quickly as possible, police and gendarmerie had been
instructed to intervene urgently for calls from pharmacies.

Slovenia adopted several measures to prevent and combat domestic violence during the first lockdown in
spring 2020. Along with a new 24/7 telephone helpline for victims and other callers, it expanded the capacity of
the emergency services to cover relationship counselling, therapeutic counselling, counselling for young
people, and counselling for female prisoners and employees. Pharmacies were identified as essential contact
points for the dissemination of information on the services of NGOs working in the field of domestic violence
and violence against women. Additional sanitary measures have been taken in victims’ shelters to prevent the
spread of COVID-19 amongst service users and staff. Inspections and social skills rehabilitation workshops for
perpetrators have gone online to ensure the continuity of preventative and corrective services.

The Croatian Ministry for Labour, Pension System, Family and Social Policy asked social welfare centres to
establish crisis teams for rapid intervention to facilitate urgent action during the COVID-19 pandemic,
especially in cases where victims’ safety and even their lives are in danger. The deadlines for exercising victims'
rights in criminal and misdemeanour proceedings were extended to prevent the loss of certain rights if the
deadline for submitting the claim was missed for COVID-19-related reasons. To prevent the spread of the virus,
the State Attorney’s office questioned most suspects via video link, except those in detention.
The Commission organised a series of online seminars15 with Member States on gender-sensitive response
measures in the COVID-19 context to help them share good practices and information. A webinar on tackling
domestic violence in the COVID-19 context highlighted the importance of establishing domestic violence
services as essential services to ensure continued support for victims during lockdowns, in addition to making
adequate preparations for such support mechanism during the subsequent recovery phase. The webinar also
highlighted the need for awareness raising, communication and outreach initiatives to help victims of all kinds.
In November 2020, the German Presidency of the Council of the EU organised an informal virtual meeting of EU
Gender Equality Ministers. A majority of Ministers supported the idea of a Europe-wide phone number through
which victims of violence against women and domestic violence could access assistance. Ministers also

15

See https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/webinar-series-gender-sensitive-responses-covid-19-crisis_en
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exchanged best practices to mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic such as guidelines on first contact
with victims, access to victim support services, and awareness-raising campaigns.16

ENDING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
The EU’s accession to the Council of Europe’s Convention on preventing and combating violence against
women and domestic violence (‘the Istanbul Convention’) is high on the political agenda. The Istanbul
Convention is the benchmark for internationally binding standards on tackling gender-based violence.
However, the EU’s accession remains to date blocked in the Council. While 21 Member States have ratified the
Convention, 6 have not done so 17, and one Member States announced its intention to withdraw from the
instrument.18 In 2019, the European Parliament seized the Court of Justice of the EU to clarify a number of
questions relating to the proposed accession.19 The Advocate General’s opinion will be issued on 11 March
2021 and the Court’s ruling is expected in mid-2021.
In order to achieve the objectives of the Istanbul Convention falling within the scope of EU competences while
the accession remains blocked, the Commission committed to putting forward a legislative proposal to prevent
and combat gender-based violence by the end of 2021.20 Should the ruling of the Court pave the way for EU
accession to the Convention, the initiative would ensure that EU Member States have effective measures in
place to prevent and combat violence against women and domestic violence at the time of accession. As part
of the preparatory work on the initiative, the Commission launched a study to evaluate the existing EU
instruments in this area, identify possible gaps and gather evidence on the impact of different policy options.
Work is focusing on the four-pillar structure of the Istanbul Convention: prevention, protection, prosecution

16

Federal Government of Germany, Protecting Women against Violence – Best Practices from all over Europe,
2020. Available at: https://www.bmfsfj.de/blob/164296/5073c15b7c0939acf236f157e0777a62/protectingwomen-against-violence-best-practices-from-all-over-europe-data.pdf.

17

https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/210/signatures

18

https://www.coe.int/fr/web/istanbul-convention/-/poland-should-not-withdraw-from-the-istanbulconvention-says-secretary-general

19

European Parliament, Resolution 2019/2678(RSP), available at
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0357_EN.pdf. The 2014-2019 European
Parliament

strongly supported the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention and adopted in April 2019 a resolution
seeking an opinion from the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) on the compatibility between
the Treaties and the legal bases chosen by the Council; the split of the accession in two Council decisions;
and the Council’s practice of the ‘common accord’.
20
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European Commission, State of the Union 2020: Letter of Intent to President David Maria Sassoli and to
Chancellor Angela Merkel, 2020, available at
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/state_of_the_union_2020_letter_of_intent_en.pdf.
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and policy coordination. In order to gather feedback from a broad range of stakeholders on this initiative, the
Commission launched an open public consultation in February 202121.
The Istanbul Convention inspired a reform of the Croatian Criminal Code which entered into force on 1 January
2020. The reform raises the penalty for a number of criminal offences involving gender-based violence and
changes the definition of rape to cover any non-consensual sexual intercourse or sexual activity, making the
law’s approach to consent broader.

In December 2020, the Danish Parliament amended the criminal code to define rape as intercourse without
consent, thereby bringing Denmark in line with the Istanbul Convention. In order to inform the public about the
new provision, the Minister for Gender Equality launched an information campaign explaining the boundaries
between legal and unlawful sexual conduct. The campaign aims to prevent rape, help refer victims to relevant
support services and encourage reporting of sexual violence by strengthening the public conversation about
consent.

The Spanish public hotline for victims of gender-based violence was expanded to cover all forms of violence
against women, including domestic or sexual violence, female genital mutilation, forced marriage and
workplace harassment. This measure is part of the implementation of the new State Pact against Gender
Violence, following the provisions of the Istanbul Convention

As part of the implementation of its obligations under the Istanbul Convention, Cyprus set up the Woman’s
House, a multi-agency crisis centre for women victims of violence and their children. The Woman’s House is
based on the Family Justice Centre model, and operates, as of December 2020, as a ‘one-stop-shop’ providing
integrated services for victims of violence against women. The services available are provided irrespective of
whether victims are willing to press charges or testify against perpetrators. This integrated approach focuses
on the human rights and safety of the victim and takes into account the support needed for any children
involved.

ONLINE VIOLENCE
Online violence against women, which includes gender-based hate speech, is a rapidly emerging form of
gender-based violence that spreads fast on social media and is often amplified by major platforms’ use of
opaque algorithms. Research shows that apparent anonymity online gives aggressors a sense of impunity and
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The consultation is open until 10 May 2021; available here: https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/betterregulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12682-Preventing-and-combatting-gender-based-violence-/publicconsultation.
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leads to the use of more extreme language. 22 Although face-to-face violence and harassment continue to be
more widespread, gender-based online violence has a significant impact on the victims, especially younger
women who are more likely to experience this online targeting. Research shows that online harassment begins
to be more prominent at schools age with girls more likely to be the targets and boys more likely to be the
perpetrators of such harassment23. Already in 2014, 21.1% of those aged 18 to 29 reported having experienced
online harassment.24 The increased use of online communication tools during lockdowns in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic has also increased the risk of gender-based online violence and the spread of misogynist
narratives portraying women as enemies and opponents.25
In December 2020, the Commission proposed the Digital Services Act (DSA)26 to ensure a safer and more
accountable online environment. The DSA significantly improves the mechanisms for the removal of illegal
content and for the effective protection of users’ fundamental rights online. It presents a step-change by
creating a stronger public oversight of online platforms through robust transparency reporting, in particular for
very large platforms with a high reach of users and the highest impacts in the EU, and facilitating access to
data. The proposal foresees a greater transparency of how online platforms moderate the content published
on their services and what effect their algorithms have. It addresses the systemic risks emerging online by
imposing a supervised risk management obligation on very large platforms and empowers users in their
interactions with the platforms’ systems such as recommender systems or advertising on online platforms.
In her State of the Union letter of intent, President von der Leyen confirmed that the initiative to extend the list
of EU-crimes in accordance with Article 83 TFEU to cover all forms of hate crime and hate speech, including
misogynist ones, will be presented in 2021 27 . Furthermore, the Commission, with the support of the

EN

22

Cuenca-Piqueras, C.; Fernandez-Prados, J. S.; Gonzalez-Moreno, M., Face-to-Face Versus Online Harassment
of European Women: Importance of Date and Place of Birth, 2019, p. 159. Available at
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs12119-019-09632-4.

23

Inchley J, Currie D, Budisavljevic S, Torsheim T, Jåstad A, Cosma A et al., editors, Spotlight on adolescent
health and well-being. Findings from the 2017/2018 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC)
survey in Europe and Canada. International report. Volume 1. Key findings. Copenhagen: WHO Regional
Office for Europe; 2020. Available at:
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/332091/9789289055000-eng.pdf

24

Ibid, p. 165.

25

UN Women, Online and ICT facilitated violence against women and girls during COVID-19, UN Women
Publications, 2020. Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/briefonline-and-ict-facilitated-violence-against-women-and-girls-during-covid-19; WAVE Network, WAVE Policy
Statement: COVID-19 and Violence against Women and Girls, 2020. Available at: http://wavenetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/WAVE_Covid19statement.pdf; Sessa, Maria Giovanna, Misogyny and
Misinformation: An analysis of gendered disinformation tactics during the COVID-19 pandemic, Disinfolab,
2020. Available at: https://www.disinfo.eu/publications/misogyny-and-misinformation%3A-an-analysis-ofgendered-disinformation-tactics-during-the-covid-19-pandemic.

26

COM (2020) 825 final, Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on a Single
Market For Digital Services (Digital Services Act) and amending Directive 2000/31/EC,. Available at:
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020PC0825&from=en

27

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/state_of_the_union_2020_letter_of_intent_en.pdf
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Radicalisation Awareness Network, is looking into the phenomenon of INCELs (Involuntary Celibates) and the
risk they pose as potential instigators and perpetrators of gender-motivated violence. A number of violent
attacks against women in Canada and in the US have been linked to INCELs, who are very active on internet
platforms, where they tend to disseminate misogynist and hateful content targeting women.

Following the adoption in June 2020 of legislation (law No 2020-766) designed to combat hateful
online content, the French government set up a prosecutor's office focusing on online hate
messages, simplified the reporting of inappropriate content, and established an Online Hate
Observatory, attached to the Superior Audiovisual Council.

In 2020, the Danish Minister for Equal Opportunities ran a campaign on digital violence and harassment among
young people, targeting primarily young people in upper secondary education. Using films, social media and
influencers the campaign focused on what is illegal online including online threats, hacking, fake dating profiles,
online indecent exposure, non-consensual sharing of private images and pornographic image manipulation

HARASSMENT IN THE WORLD OF WORK
Sexual harassment and gender-based harassment at work are not new phenomena. Yet their extent and impact
on work performance, equal opportunities, gender equality and human dignity have been highlighted over the
past few years by the renewed worldwide debate sparked off by the #MeToo movement.28 In many cases, this
harassment takes the shape of intrusive questions about private life, sexually suggestive comments or jokes,
inappropriate invitations to go on dates and unwelcome touching, hugging or kissing. In more serious cases,
sex-based harassment at work may involve criminal conduct, such as various forms of sexual assault. 29 These
harmful actions and attitudes in the world of work are not restricted to the workplace in the stricter sense of
the word but can also occur in any work-related circumstances such as commuting or external work meetings.
Wherever they manifest themselves, they adversely affect the working environment. 30
Women are disproportionately affected by work-related harassment31 and under-reporting of sex-based work
harassment remains an issue across the Union, as with other forms of gender-based violence.32 Victims may
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28

European Parliament, Bullying and sexual harassment at the workplace, in public spaces and in political life in
the EU (Study for the FEMM Committee), 2018, p. 21, available at:
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=IPOL_STU%282018%29604949.

29

European Institute for Gender Equality, Sexism at work: how can we stop it? Handbook for the EU institutions
and agencies, 2020, p.23, available at https://eige.europa.eu/publications/sexism-work-how-can-we-stopit-handbook-eu-institutions-and-agencies.

30

Petrogloou, P., ‘Sexual harassment and harassment related to sex at work: time for a new directive building
on the EU gender equality acquis’, European Equality Law Review 2019/2, p.16-34, available at:
https://www.equalitylaw.eu/downloads/5005-european-equality-law-review-2-2019-pdf-3-201-kb.

31

The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound) highlighted
that more women than men report harassment at work: 6th European Working Conditions Survey, 2016

EN

feel uneasy about sharing their experiences and the limited prospects of litigating against their employers often
discourages them from taking action. Moreover, in workplaces where sexual harassment and sex-based
harassment are more prevalent, victims and witnesses supporting victims after reporting such incidents may
face retaliation in the form of humiliation, subsequent downgrading of their work and attempts to remove
them from the workplace.33
The quality of the working environment is crucial in determining how incidents of harassment at work are
prevented and adequately dealt with. A supportive and secure work environment, built on social support from
managers and colleagues, company policies and national legislation, can provide preventative and recovery
measures for survivors. In turn, this can increase worker’s self-esteem and personal development, contributing
to better results in performance and innovation.34
In early 2020, the European Commission put forward a proposal to authorise EU Member States to ratify the m
(ILO) Convention on combating violence and harassment in the world of work.35 The Convention is the first
international instrument setting out specific, globally applicable standards on tackling work-related harassment
and violence and specifying the measures required from states and other relevant actors. The application of
this Convention in the EU Member States would allow them to build on existing advancements in EU legislation
on health and safety at work, equality and non-discrimination36 and pursue a common roadmap at company,
state and EU level to safeguard human rights, including the right to fair and just working conditions for all.
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Stepping up action in this area is especially relevant given the rise in gender-based violence during the COVID19 crisis and the ongoing transformation processes many workplaces are undergoing.
Co-funded by the EU’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship programme, the CEASE project37 brought together ten
partners across the EU to address harassment in companies making sure that women victims of violence can
enjoy supportive working conditions and be reintegrated into working life. To achieve this aim, the project
developed a series of training programmes for HR professionals and managers and disseminated the project
results to raise awareness of the topic.

FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION, ‘HONOUR-RELATED’ VIOLENCE
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is defined by the World Health Organisation as ‘all procedures involving
partial or total removal of the female external genitalia or other injury to the female genital organs for nonmedical reasons’38 and has immediate and long lasting consequences for health and wellbeing of the victims.
Although EU-wide reliable and comparable data is lacking, 39 it is estimated that around 600,000 women living
in Europe have suffered FGM, with girls aged 0 to 15 being the group most at risk.40 Recent estimates from
EIGE SHOW THAT LEGISLATION AND CAMPAIGNS AGAINST FGM ARE WORKING: WHILE THE ABSOLUTE
NUMBER OF GIRLS AT RISK HAS GOTTEN BIGGER BECAUSE THERE ARE MORE GIRLS FROM FGMPRACTICING COUNTRIES LIVING IN THE EU, THE AFFECTED COMMUNITIES ARE INCREASINGLY OPPOSED
TO THE PRACTICE AND FREQUENTLY LEAD EFFORTS TO ELIMINATE IT. 41
In an effort to tackle FGM along with forced abortion and forced sterilisation, early and forced marriage, and
what is known as ‘honour-related violence’, the Commission will put forward a Recommendation on the
prevention of harmful practices as announced in the Gender Equality Strategy. Building on the Commission’s
Communication on the elimination of FGM42, this Recommendation will address the strengthening of public
services, prevention and support measures, capacity-building for professionals and victim-centred access to
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justice. The Commission is currently evaluating relevant EU instruments and possible gaps in the prevention of
FGM, as well as support and protection measures, through an open public consultation on preventing and
combatting gender-based violence launched in February 2021.43
The Commission also continues to fund projects tackling FGM through the EU’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship
(REC) programme, and its successor, the Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values (CERV) programme.
The project ‘Let’s Change’44, funded under the EU’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship programme, focused on
tackling FGM in migrant communities in several Member States. The project worked with community
members, empowering them to become ‘change agents’ and to promote the abandonment of female genital
mutilation in the migrant communities where it was practiced. The project also trained first-contact
professionals to work with victims of FGM.

TRAFFICKING IN HUMAN BEINGS
Trafficking in human beings, a crime with a significant gender dimension, is a form of violence against women.
Two Commission publications from October 2020, the Third Report on the progress made in the fight against
trafficking in human beings45 and a Study on Data collection on trafficking in human beings in the EU 46, provide
insight into the scale of this phenomenon. Of the 14,145 victims registered in the EU-27 between 2017 and
2018, almost three quarters were women and girls. Looking into the forms of trafficking, findings revealed that
60% of all registered victims were trafficked for sexual exploitation, 92% of them being women and girls. In
addition, children account for nearly a quarter of all victims in the EU, with more than 60% being trafficked for
sexual exploitation.

The Commission is working on a new EU strategy on combating trafficking in human beings, which
will be closely interlinked with the upcoming EU strategy to tackle organized crime.47 The new
initiative is planned to be adopted in spring 2021, following consultations with relevant
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stakeholders48. It will combat trafficking comprehensively, from prevention through protection of
victims to prosecution and conviction of traffickers. Simultaneously, the EU is currently taking the
measures covered by the EU strategy for a more effective fight against child sexual abuse, presented
in July 2020. 49 The Commission continues to ensure that the anti-trafficking objectives translate into
funding actions, in particular under the Internal Security Police and Asylum, Migration and
Integration Fund with a strong gender and child focus. The EU’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship
programme also financed projects tackling the issue of trafficking.
The Free2Link project, funded under the Rights, Equality and Citizenship programme, aims to increase the
ability of frontline staff working in asylum systems, integration programmes and support services for victims of
trafficking across Italy, Greece and other European routes for trafficking of women, to early identify victims of
e-trafficking in public and private online networks. The project will provide updated knowledge and evidence of
new manifestations of the phenomenon and innovative tools to combat it. The project will help a multistakeholder network that includes civil society organisations and public authorities to join forces to elaborate
and disseminate information to facilitate the early detection of e-trafficking.

The FLOW project (2018-2020), funded by the EU’s Internal Security Fund in which partners from Estonia,
Finland, Bulgaria and Latvia participate, promotes a holistic approach to preventing and investigating
trafficking in human beings (THB) in conjunction with economic crime and engages businesses in preventing
THB. The tailor-made tools used by the project equipped business and authorities better to detect, investigate
and prevent labour exploitation and human trafficking. These tools include checklists for labour inspectors,
guidelines to navigate the local, national, and intra-European human trafficking networks, and policy briefings.

SUPPORTING VICTIMS OF GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
Adequate access to services, including in rural areas, is crucial to ensure prevention and the support victims
need in order to report gender-based violence. Moreover, awareness of existing institutions or services needs
to improve. Supporting victims of gender-based violence should also take into account the position of
witnesses who might be able to assist victims in accessing the support they need. In some Member States, up
to 30% of calls to domestic violence helplines come from witnesses. 50 Both victims and witnesses need
additional reassurance and to feel safe and protected when reporting incidents involving gender-based
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violence. This also applies to professionals, who need clear guidelines on their obligation to report incidents
involving intimate partner violence.51
To be able to understand the extent of gender-based violence and provide adequate measures,
comprehensive, up-do-date and comparable data is essential. Building on the experience of the 2014 survey
conducted by the European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 52 Eurostat is currently coordinating an EU-wide
survey on gender-based violence and other forms of interpersonal violence, with results expected in 2023. 17
Member States applied for and received co-financing for implementing the survey, while Eurostat is discussing
with additional Member States the possibility to gather national data. This joint effort will improve the
availability of data on women’s experiences of violence in the EU.
The most recent edition of the Spanish survey on violence against women introduces new features to provide a
better picture of the situation. Thus, it now covers sexual harassment and repeated harassment or stalking. The
modules of ”sexual violence outside of the couple” and ”violence within the couple” now measure all forms of
violence from sexual to physical, psychological and economic violence. The survey also evaluates disabilities,
injuries, hospital admissions, sick leave and other consequence of gender-based violence.

In adition to combatting specific forms of gender-based violence against women and girls, the European
Commission also adopted the Victims’ Rights strategy (2020-2025)53, the first EU-level strategy designed to
empower victims of crime and to work towards strengthening victims’ rights. Its aims are to provide a safe
environment for victims to report crimes, improve the support and protection available to the most vulnerable,
facilitate their access to compensation and strengthen the cooperation among relevant actors. In this effort to
cover all victims of crime, the strategy pays particular attention to the specific needs of victims of gender-based
violence, taking an intersectional approach.
In 2020, Denmark allocated permanent funding to projects providing outpatient counselling services to victims
of violence and their relatives and a treatment scheme for perpetrators of violence. These projects include a
counselling service on dating violence for victims of such violence aged 16-24. The service provides individual
and group-based psychological counselling to alleviate the consequences of dating violence and help break the
cycle. It also includes training sessions for general counselling professionals to enable them to screen target
groups for dating violence and refer victims for appropriate help.

The main funding programme to tackle gender-based violence – the Daphne strand of the EU’s Rights, Equality
and Citizenship (REC) programme – co-funded over 200 projects over the past seven years. From 2019 to 2020,
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60 projects were selected under calls for proposals to prevent and combat all forms of violence against
children, young people and women with a budget of around EUR 26 million. The focus was on the prevention of
gender-based violence (including domestic violence, online violence, sexual violence and violence against
particularly vulnerable groups) and on protection and supporting victims and potential victims. In December
2020, the European Parliament and the Council reached political agreement on the REC’s successor
programme, the Citizenship, Equality, Rights and Values programme, for the next seven years 54.

Since 2018, the SURVIVOR Project in Greece, co-financed by the EU’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship
programme, has been improving services for refugee and migrant survivors of gender-based
violence. Refugee or migrant women are more likely to be victims of violence and often have fewer
opportunities to defend themselves. The reasons for this greater vulnerability include the fact that
many women and girls are unaware of their rights, are unable to inform themselves or are socially
isolated. The objectives of the SURVIVOR project have therefore been to improve the quality of
services for refugee and migrant victims of gender-based violence in Greece and to improve access to
such services. The Survivor Website provides toolkits and other resources for agencies and
practitioners in Europe supporting the integration and resettlement of refugees.

The project Equalcity55, funded under the EU’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship programme, supports
local authorities in fostering inclusion and protection of migrants who are at risk, or who survived
sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). Equalcity is piloted in four partner cities: Brussels,
Luxembourg, Rome and Gothenburg, with each partner city focusing on one topic and developing
one specific toolbox (practical training tools and awareness raising material on SGBV). The project
tools will be disseminated through national and EU city networks with the active support of about 30
“trainee” cities.

CHALLENGING STEREOTYPES THROUGH PREVENTION AND EDUCATION
The European Institute for Gender Equality defines gender stereotypes as “preconceived ideas whereby
females and males are arbitrarily assigned characteristics and roles determined and limited by their gender”.56
Stemming from deeply ingrained attitudes, values, norms and prejudices driven and reproduced by culture and
religion, these perceptions arbitrarily push notions about which behaviours and aspirations are acceptable for
women, men, girls and boys. In doing so, gender stereotypes feed restrictive expectations of men and women’s
abilities that are based on their sex alone. This process of internalisation of gender stereotypes and norms,
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which is most noticeable during childhood and adolescence, has a life-long impact on individual and social
expectations such as participation in the labour market and economic and political decision-making.57 When
asked about gender stereotypes, many Europeans believe that preconceived ideas of women and men are
disseminated mostly through work; this was the view of 51% of Europeans polled in a 2015 special
Eurobarometer. 34% of Europeans believe that gender stereotypes are spread by advertising, while 33% of
Europeans say they occur in the media.58
Unfair gender stereotyping, often combined with other forms of harmful stereotyping based on for example
age, migration status, racial or ethnic background, socio-economic status and class, gender identity, sexual
orientation, religion or belief or disability, is the root cause of sexism and discrimination against women in all
their diversity.59 As they often translate into dominant gender roles in society, gender stereotypes feed into
gender inequalities and perpetuate underlying power relations used to justify the power of men over women
and a baseless perception that women are more passive or less important than men. These beliefs lead to
women suffering more sexism, harassment and gender-based violence. In other words, gender stereotypes
often lead to violations of women’s rights.60
Gender stereotyping is not just a phenomenon that harms not only women, but men as well. Narrow
definitions of masculinity can lead to physical and emotional harm and hold men back from such things as
seeking medical help when ill, fully engaging in parenthood, or forming close emotional bonds, depriving them
of nurturing and caring relationships. In their extreme forms, toxic masculinity norms are reflected in the
violence that men perpetrate against women and girls, and suffer from other men. Involving men as allies in
the fight for gender equality is thus vital to break down the structural discrimination built around gender
stereotypes. Men can be agents of change by using positively their position of influence and power as well as
their privileged status in decision-making positions.
In the past year, the Commission continued to support initiatives tackling harmful gender stereotypes at policy
level and through its funding programmes. As part of the Inclusion and Gender equality dimension of the
European Education Area, announced in September 2020, the Commission is committed to challenging gender
stereotypes in education and to open up male- or female-dominated professions to persons of the underrepresented sex. 61 The EU’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship programme presented a call for proposals in 2020
aimed at raising awareness and tackling gender stereotypes with regard to education and early childhood care
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with a total funding of EUR 4 million. The projects selected under this call focus on changing attitudes, and
practices that hamper progress towards equality and restrict the potential of girls and boys, with a particular
emphasis on childhood environments. This complements additional efforts under the EU’s Creative Europe and
Erasmus+ funding programmes, which acknowledge the considerable impact that culture and education have
in shaping people’s beliefs, values and perception of reality.
The project Gender Identity: Child Readers and Library Collections aims to promote children’s literature that is
open-minded, plural, varied and free from gender stereotypes, that has positive role models, and that
encourages respect and diversity.
The eMERGE project (e-Media Education about Representations of GEnder) aims to empower teachers’ skills in
media literacy in order to deconstruct with students the gender representations and stereotypes rooted in
their media practices and pop cultures. The ‘Gender Matters’ is a pilot project62 combats gender-based violence
against women and girls amongst young people by combining a theater-based approach together with nonformal education in order to achieve audience development and empowerment.
The #EUWomen4future campaign, launched in March 2020, intends to break gender stereotypes by bringing
positive role models to young women and girls, and celebrating remarkable women in research, innovation,
education, culture and sports. The campaign showcases talented women in a dedicated website 63 and on social
media.
In the ever-changing digital age, it is crucial to ensure that the use of artificial intelligence (AI) systems avoids
perpetuating gender stereotypes and that biases in data or code are addressed to ensure that all can access its
opportunities and enjoy its benefits. Certain uses of AI systems could pose a significant risk to gender equality
by enabling gender-based or other forms of illegal discrimination.64 The Commission made progress with its
preparations for the upcoming legislative initiative, which is due to be adopted later this year. The purpose of
this initiative is to ensure that authorities and users of AI systems can identify and tackle illegal discrimination
resulting from AI use, minimise the risk of perpetuating harmful stereotypes, and ultimately build an
environment of trust in this field. The regulatory framework will therefore help address the challenges AI poses
to gender equality. The White Paper on AI65, published in February 2020, opened a broadly-based public
consultation on all aspects of AI, which met with significant interest from a wide variety of stakeholders,
including women’s organisations. Amongst the responses received 66, there were significant concerns raised
over potential breaches of fundamental rights and discriminatory outcomes in the use of AI. A majority of
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respondents in this open public consultations supported a coordinated plan or an updated legislative
framework on AI, counting on a human rights oversight as to safeguard equality. In July 2020, the High-Level
Expert Group on Artificial Intelligence, established by the Commission in 2018, published an online tool to
support AI developers and deployers in developing trustworthy AI67 that is conceived to avoid outcomes with a
gender bias. In October 2020, the Council Presidency approved conclusions on Fundamental Rights in the
context of AI, which underlined the importance of the principles of equality and non-discrimination in the
design, development, deployment, use and evaluation of AI and the need to ensure that such systems are
subject to adequate safeguards and oversight.68 In a similar vein, the European Parliament adopted a resolution
on ethical aspects of AI from October 2020. This stressed the importance of safeguarding gender equality in AI
and the need to have diverse teams of developers and engineers working alongside key societal actors to prevent
gender and cultural biases being inadvertently included in AI algorithms, systems and applications.69
Co-financed by the EU Rights, Equality and Citizenship programme, the ‘Growing up Equal’ project tackles
gender stereotypes in primary education in Bulgaria. Its objectives are to raise awareness among education
professionals of the need to address the negative effect of gender stereotypes on life choices from primary
education onwards, and to equip teachers and school administrations with appropriate tools that will address
the issue.

The Austrian project ‘BOYS’ DAY’, a career orientation day for adolescents boys aged between 12 and 18,
serves to develop a positive male identity. At the BOYS' DAY, boys can get to know occupations in which men
are underrepresented. These are mainly professions in the social, educational and health occupational fields.
The BOYS' DAY is designed to motivate teenage boys to consider non-gender stereotypical professions, such as
nursing or elementary school teaching, when planning for their future. In addition, they are invited to reflect on
their life planning, exchange views on images of masculinity and develop their social skills.

In Finland70, the project ‘Equal Early Childhood Education’, managed by the association Naisasialiitto Unioni,
trains early childhood education professionals and care professionals to become aware of and to dismantle
cultural stereotypes linked to gender in their everyday work during the child’s first years. As part of these
efforts, the project has developed practical measures and guidelines supporting the basis of the early childhood
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education curriculum and encourage professionals to encounter children as individuals who are allowed to
form their own ways to be and act. Simultaneously, the project has produced and shared information on
equality and gender sensitivity in early childhood education since 2006 for research purposes. The Finnish
National Agency for Education has awarded the project with the Cygnaeus – prize for its promotion on equity in
learning and knowledge.

THRIVING IN A GENDER-EQUAL
ECONOMY
Despite improvements in the field of employment and economic growth in the EU prior to the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, women still lack equal access to employment and equal working conditions compared to
men.71 Missing care facilities, gender stereotypes and sexism hamper women’s participation in the labour
market and in entrepreneurship. They may also lead to lower wages,72 thereby affecting women’s living
standards, quality of life and social inclusion. In addition, these gender stereotypes create patterns in the
labour market that disproportionately limit women’s professional and personal development.73 The systemic
nature of this stereotyping coupled with discriminatory practices and bias causes labour markets in the EU and
beyond to be segregated horizontally and vertically by gender, with women overrepresented amongst low
wage earners, in part-time work and in precarious working conditions, involving variable working hours and
temporary contracts. 74 Moreover, women are more likely to take career breaks due to care responsibilities. In
the EU, about 33% women have taken a career break of at least six months for childcare reasons compared
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with just over 1% of men.75 Furthermore, 44% of Europeans still think that the most important role of women is
to take care of their home and family.76
The European Pillar of Social Rights provides for a compass in addressing these challenges, in particular, by
calling, in principle 2, for equality of treatment and opportunities between women and men in the labour
market, terms and conditions of employment, in career progression and the right to equal pay.

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON WOMEN’S PARTICIP ATION IN THE LABOUR MARKET
The pandemic has hit women particularly hard in several respects, and women’s participation in the labour
market is no exception. Women’s overrepresentation in lower paid sectors and occupations, such as for
instance hospitality, retail, or personal services, make them particularly vulnerable in the labour markets struck
by the COVID-19 crisis. Preliminary data on labour market trends shows that the impact of the pandemic’s first
wave on the labour market was more significant for women than for men. While the decline in employment in
the second quarter of 2020 was identical for women and for men (by 2,4%), women had more difficulties reentering the labour market during the partial recovery in summer of 2020 with employment rates rising by
1.4% for men but only by 0.8% for women between the second and the third quarter 2020 77. The longer lasting
negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on women will have to be verified with data on the future evolution
of labour market indicators. If further maintained, they risk to yield lower pensions for women in the long run,
widening the gender pension gap and other gender inequalities for decades to come. In addition, women,
especially in low-paid and low-skilled jobs, not only are experiencing a greater risk of employment loss but also
greater barriers to benefitting from extraordinary income support schemes set to mitigate the impact of such
employment loss78.
In contrast to previous financial crises, the sector worst affected has been the service industry, especially inperson services, which primarily employ women. Accommodation, food, hospitality, retail, and travel are
categorised as high-risk in terms of exposure to disease, physical proximity to co-workers, and limited
possibility of working remotely.79 In contrast, service sectors that were not as disrupted due to the nature of
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their activity such as information and communication, finance and insurance, primarily employing men, saw an
increase in employment rates, benefitting from the greater demand for digital services. 80 Overall, 25% of
employed women in the EU work in high-risk sectors, exceeding the share of employed men in these sectors
(20%).81 Women, especially those in low-paid occupations in high-risk sectors, are therefore at a greater risk of
losing their job and of being unemployed than men in all Member States, as a consequence of the pandemic. 82
Recent Eurostat figures show that unemployment amongst women grew from 6.9% in April to 7.9% in
September 2020, while male unemployment rose from 6.5% to 7.1% in the same period. 83
Women, who are the majority of workers in care professions 84 and in service sector jobs, such as retail and in
the hospitality industry85 are more at risk of becoming unemployed as a result of lockdown measures when
jobs disappear in the wake of the crisis. Given the characteristics of these sectors which have been hardest hit
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by the pandemic, employees, often women, in these jobs are not able to work remotely. This in turn reinforces
gender inequalities in the labour market and drives up women’s risk of poverty and social exclusion. 86 Women
in informal service jobs, such as domestic workers or informal carers performing on-site work, are also more
vulnerable to the impact of the pandemic, as 70% of domestic work is performed under informal
arrangements87 and few specific support measures to mitigate the impact of the COVID-crisis on these workers
have been available in EU countries as a whole.88
The number of employees working from home increased to an unprecedented level straight after the outbreak
of the pandemic: Eurofound’s survey carried out during April and May 2020 suggests that 40% of all European
employees switched to teleworking due to the crisis. Teleworking is widely considered as a means to better
combine family and work obligations.
However it is questionable whether working from home actually improved the work-life balance during a
period when schools and childcare institutions were closed and the amount of unpaid work grew massively. 89
Research indicates that women have been shouldering the lion’s share of the increase in unpaid care and
household work during the pandemic. 90 This includes notably the new task of overseeing children’s online
schooling.91 Some data suggest that the crisis only accentuated the previous imbalances in that respect: on
average, women spent 62 hours per week caring for children (compared to 36 hours for men) and 23 hours per
week doing housework (15 hours for men). Single parents, both male and female, spent longer hours than
average on childcare (52 hours for women, 36 hours for men), and female single parents with children under
12 spent the longest hours of all groups (77 hours per week)92. Surveys carried out during the pandemic
showed that 29% of working women with small children found it hard to concentrate on their job because of
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family responsibilities compared to 16% of working men in the same situation.93 Women are more likely to
reduce working hours or leave employment altogether to provide childcare during the COVID-19 pandemic.94
These patterns have reinforced traditional gender roles.
However, there has been some reshuffling of the allocation of care responsibilities within households during
lockdown with an increase in fathers’ involvement in childcare. 95 This addressed certain aspects of the gender
care gap, and can have a positive impact on fathers and children’s relationships. Whether these developments
will lead to a greater and sustainable shift in traditional gender roles, it is still too early to tell. It may be that
the increase in fathers’ involvement under these circumstances has remained limited to childcare and home
schooling and will not spill over to other types of unpaid care or housework.96
The gendered impact on employment of COVID-19 is multi-layered. Women have also been at the forefront of
tackling the pandemic risking a higher exposure to the virus as most of the sectors declared ‘essential’ during
the pandemic lockdowns are close contact jobs and female dominated97. They make up the majority of
frontline workers in the healthcare, care and other essential sectors: 76% of healthcare and social-care
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workers, 86% of personal care workers in health services 98. With the pandemic, women in these sectors saw an
unprecedented rise in workload, health risk and challenges to work-life balance.99 Yet these sectors in many
Member States continue to be characterised by relatively low salaries, which calls to question how much the
value of their essential work is appreciated. A similar case is for example that of food store cashiers, who face
similar health risks and disruption of work-life balance.100
The COVID-19 crisis reinforces the need to recognise the importance and contribution of frontline work,
promoting equal sharing of care responsibilities, breaking the glass ceiling and better valorising women’s skills,
efforts and responsibilities in undervalued and underpaid sectors by addressing the pay gap heads on. Hence,
the Commission underlined the urgency of tackling these gaps in the wake of COVID-19 when marking the
European Equal Pay day on 10 November 2020.101 It also organised an online seminar on the gender equality
aspects of work and care in the context of COVID-19 where Member States presented examples of policies they
were implementing to mitigate the impacts of the pandemic on female employment and measure to support
equal sharing of care work. 102

At the end of March 2020, Spain adopted measures to deal with the social and economic impact of
COVID-19. The government introduced an extraordinary subsidy for household employees who were
registered under the General Social Security Regime but could not work due to the lockdown. This
financial support helped mitigated the negative impact of the pandemic on domestic workers,
primarily women, and specifically women with a migrant background, who were already facing a lack
of recognition of their work and inadequate access to social security protection.

The Belgian Government introduced an extraordinary ”Covid” parental leave available to all parents of children
up to the age of 12 and parents caring for a dependent child or adult regardless of age. This measure grants
parents a right to unpaid parental leave for the period where schools and childcare centres are closed due to
COVID-19. Employees taking parental leave receive a EUR 500 allowance (a higher amount is set for single
parent families and families with dependent persons).
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WOMEN’S PARTICIPATIO N IN THE LABOUR MARKET
Employment rates since 2005 in the EU (before the outbreak of the pandemic) have remained systematically
higher for men than women. In 2019, 79% of men were employed compared to only 67.3% of women. This
resulted in a gender employment gap for the EU27 of 11.7 percentage points.103 Women in rural areas have
more difficulties accessing the labour market: the differences in the employment gap between rural women
and women in cities amounts to 2 percentage points.104 While the gender employment gap narrowed by 4.6
percentage points between 2005 and 2019, the rate of this improvement has slowed down and stagnated since
2015.105 Taking into account part-time work, more prevalent amongst women, the gender gap for full-time
equivalent employment in 2019 amounts to 17.4 percentage points.106
Although the EU and its Member States have set themselves the objective of a 75% employment rate for
women and men under the Europe 2020 strategy, they have a long way to go in improving women’s situation
in the labour market. The EU’s score in the domain of “work” of the Gender Equality Index published by the
European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) increased from 70 in 2005 to 72.2 in 2020107, showing slow
progress and reflecting the heterogeneity of this process across the Union. Looking at individual Member State
level, performances vary. 15 countries show good labour market outcomes in terms of gender employment
gap, while 14 face key challenges in this area.108 Parenthood remains a crucial determining factor for women
and men’s employment. Being the parent of one child under 6 years of age reduces women’s employment rate
by 14.3 percentage points, while it increases men’s employment rate by 9.6 percentage points.109 There are
stark gender differences in labour force participation rates across different types of family composition,
defined in terms of marital status and parenthood. The gender gap is the highest between married men and
women with children and the smallest between men and women who are not married and have no children in
the household. 110 In a similar vein, the gender gap in the share of unemployed people is widest at women’s
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prime childbearing age group 30-44. 111 The situation of women in the labour market is far from homogenous.
The above-mentioned gender gaps are even wider amongst groups of women in disadvantaged or vulnerable
situations, such as young and older women, women with disabilities, single mothers with dependent children,
women with a minority racial or ethnic background and from migrant communities or other minority groups.112
The full time equivalent employment rates are up to 20 percentage points lower for women with low
educational attainment or women born outside the EU.113 A study shows that only 16% of Roma women are
employed in examined Member States.114 Women with disabilities continue to face a significantly lower full
time equivalent employment rate of 21% compared to 29% for disabled men, despite recent positive
developments in reducing the gender employment gap.115
With the aim of fighting poverty, a Spanish Royal Decree116 of March 2020 established a minimum income
scheme ranging from a minimum ranging from EUR 461.5 to EUR 1,015. This is expected to benefit around
850,000 households in total and 2.3 million people, 1 million of whom are currently suffering from extreme
poverty. It provides special protection to single-parent households and children, helping to mitigate women’s
risk of social exclusion. Older women, victims of gender-based violence or victims of human trafficking and
sexual exploitation can also benefit from this income.

Progress towards a gender equal labour market is both a necessity and an opportunity for the EU and society as
a whole, not only a women’s issue. Increased participation in paid work and challenging gender-based
discrimination in employment benefits individual women, empowering them to shape their own lives, to play a
role in public life and to be economically independent. 117 The inclusion of both women and men in all of their
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diversity in the labour market has a strong, positive impact on the economy, notably in the context of a
shrinking workforce and skills shortages.
The European Commission remains committed to increasing women’s participation in the labour market,
especially following the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The Action Plan to implement the European Pillar of
Social Rights, adopted on 3 March 2021, will play a key role in this context. The Commission will notably
support Member States in closing gender gaps in the labour market, pay and pensions, and providing more and
better early childhood education and care. The Action Plan notably sets the aim to halve the gender
employment gap compared to 2019 in order to achieve the employment target118 for the entire working age
population, and to increase the provision of formal early childhood education and care, to support stronger
female labour market participation.
The Commission also monitors labour-related gender equality challenges as part of its broader monitoring of
Member States’ labour market, social and skills challenges in the annual European Semester process and the
Social Scoreboard. In this context, the Commission issued in 2020 country specific recommendations, stressing
the necessity of increasing women’s labour market participation and tackling gender pay and pension gaps to
several Member States. Financial support for implementation of the reforms and investments is available
through EU funding tools, such as for instance the European Social Fund +. Moreover, under the Structural
Reform Support Programme (as of 2021 replaced by the Technical Support Instrument), the Commission
provides Member States upon request an analysis of the causes of their gender employment gap to inform
their policy making at national level.
Women’s participation in the labour market can also be boosted through female entrepreneurship and
participation in innovation. Although women make up more than half of the EU’s population, only 34.4% selfemployed people and 30% of start-up entrepreneurs in the EU are women.119 To change this, the Commission
has integrated a gender perspective in the Industrial and SME strategy 120 by investing in digital skills
development in order to encourage women to create and lead businesses and develop targeted measures
promoting the participation of women in innovation. This effort will complement ongoing work in the Europewide online platform WEgate121, through which the Commission facilitates the exchange of good practices and
networking for female entrepreneurs. Furthermore, the European Innovation Council launched a pilot
programme on women-led start-ups and innovative small and medium-sized enterprises in 2020. 122 These
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measures have been further backed by a series of workshops on female entrepreneurship in all economic
fields, organised by the Executive Agency for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises.

SEGREGATED LABOUR MARKETS AND UNDERVALUA TION ACROSS DIFFERENT SECTORS OF THE
ECONOMY
Despite the increase in women’s employment in recent years before the outbreak of COVID-19, women have
access to a narrower spectrum of employment opportunities than men do. Jobs in which men account for most
of the workforce are especially prone to gender discrimination at hiring.123 Little progress has been made in
challenging sectoral and occupational gender segregation in the labour market. This situation is reflected in
EIGE’s Gender Equality Index score on work quality and segregation; the EU achieves a mere 64 out of 100 in
2020, a score that has barely increased since 2010124.
A better understanding of the state of play of gender segregation in specific sectors is key to addressing this
problem. The Commission is collecting gender disaggregated data on employment in the energy sector and
compiled a number of good practices in mitigating the gender impact of automation of the transport sector. 125
Both the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy, adopted in December 2020 126, and ongoing negotiations
between EU sectoral social partners put forward commitments to address the gender segregation in transport
sectors and increase the employment of women. The Commission also monitors women’s participation in the
digital economy through the annual Women in Digital Scoreboard 127 and implementing the Ministerial
declaration of commitment on Women in Digital. 128 Furthermore the Commission set up an expert group in
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November 2020 to formulate concrete measures and recommendations to improve the participation in the
sport sector, kick-starting the Renewed strategic framework for gender equality in sport.129
Networks and sector role models can be a driving force in professional development, boost opportunities for
mentorship and exchange of good practices, and improve individuals’ expectations of success in any sector. Yet
such tools are often unavailable to women working in male-dominated sectors. The Commission supports
platforms promoting women’s participation and countering the gender stereotypes that are engrained in maledominated sectors. Since its launch in 2017, the EU-funded Women in Transport – EU Platform for Change130
has been the flagship network enabling organisations in the field of transport to commit to increasing female
employment and share best practices. Its success has inspired similar action in the energy sector, where the
Commission is planning to launch a similar platform aimed at promoting equality at large in the sector.
In addition to these networks, the Commission is continuing to offer a variety of funding programmes
addressing gender segregation in specific sectors under the Multi-Annual Financial Framework for 2021-2027.
For instance, the EU common agricultural policy’s strategic plan, currently in negotiation with the co-legislators,
envisages measures to support women in agriculture through training and advisory services. The InvestEU
programme will promote gender-smart financing, including by aiming to increase the number of women in
decision-making roles in private equity and venture capital funds to address the existing gender gap in the field.
It will also support and promote investment into funds with gender-focused investment strategies. Gender
equality is an overarching priority of the Erasmus+ Sport Actions, which supports projects promoting
participation, empowerment as well as encouraging leadership positions of girls and women in sport. The new
MEDIA Programme 131 includes two new actions involving skills and mentoring programmes for female
filmmakers, producers and screenwriters. It has also launched a dedicated communication campaign to
encourage women to engage in the audio-visual and news media sector. The Creative Europe programme
continues to support projects addressing the underrepresentation of women in the music and arts sector.
For example, the project “Keychange”132 addresses the gender gap in the music industry and places women in
the main stage through training, mentoring, and network support.
Room to Bloom is a training programme for young feminist and migrant background artists that aims at
supporting them in their career development, by giving them access to knowledge, exchanges opportunities
and artistic production possibilities within the frame of three innovative European biennales.
The gender segregation in the labour market reflects, among other factors, the horizontal gender segregation
in education and training. Stereotypes and expectations based on gender rather than academic performance
play a significant role in perpetuating the barriers that impede individuals from freely and equally pursuing
career choices. As of 2018, fewer than 3 out of 10 graduates in education, health and welfare, the humanities
and art are men, with women accounting for 74.1% of the total. In contrast, the share of female graduates in
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Information and Communications Technology (ICT) fields is just over 20%.133 A recent survey showed that
education institutions continue to face challenges when implementing inclusion policies. 134
The Commission is committed to increasing girls’ participation in ICT and Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM) and continues to encourage Member States to tackle the gender segregation in
education. The Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027, presented in September 2020135, sets out measures to
improve development of digital skills in education and training, including a targeted measure to encourage
women’s participation in STEM, which is led, among others, in cooperation with the European Institute of
Innovation and Technology. The plan stresses the need to ensure that girls and young women are equally
represented in digital studies and careers. 136 A similar objective is set in the updated European Skills Agenda,
adopted in July 2020, where the Commission suggested to work in close cooperation with EU Member States to
implement measures to promote gender-balanced participation in ICT-related occupations. These involve
increasing the proportion of women studying science, technology, engineering, and mathematics and fostering
women’s entrepreneurial skills. The European Institute of Innovation and Technology for its part also supports
the development of new higher education curricula in engineering and ICT fields of study, as well as
accompanying mentorship and guidance programmes to make these fields more attractive for women.
The Commission also encouraged Member States to adopt gender responsive measures and challenge gender
stereotypes in education and training.137 In November 2020, the Council of the EU adopted a Recommendation
on vocational education and training (VET), which recommends targeted measures to achieve gender balance
in traditionally “male” or “female” occupations. The Reinforced Youth Guarantee adopted by the Council in
October 2020138 complements these action as it supports measures to address gender bias and discrimination
in employment counselling and guidance. Through the Recovery and Resilience Plans, Member States are
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encouraged to make STEM curricula and programmes more attractive for women and to motivate the
transition to STEM occupations, as a way to address gender segregation in the labour market.
In November 2020, a new 18-month research project “Nudging to Support Stereotype-free Career Choices and
Working Conditions” got under way, co-funded by the Estonian Research Council using the European Regional
Development Fund and funding from the Ministry of Social Affairs. The project’s aims is to develop nudging
tools for teachers and career advisers to support and promote career choices that are free of gender
stereotypes, and to support employers in ensuring equal and fair working conditions and stereotype-free
recruitment and promotion. The effect of the tools is tested by using randomised controlled trials and an
implementation analysis specifying the scalability of the measures carried out.

CLOSING THE GENDER GAP IN PAY AND PENSIONS
Although the right to equal pay for equal work or work of equal value has been enshrined in the EU Treaties for
more than 60 years, women still earn less on average than men do. More importantly, they tend on average to
engage in lower-pay occupations than men, even if working in the same sector and in jobs that have the same
observable characteristics in all other respects.139 A recent evaluation of the enforcement of the equal pay
principle140 shows inadequate progress on the enforcement of the right to equal pay and a limited follow up of
the 2014 Commission’s Recommendation on pay transparency. 141According to the latest available data from
Eurostat, the unadjusted gender pay gap142 for EU27 in 2018 was 14.1 %, a meagre improvement from the
15.8% in 2010. This means that women throughout the EU earn an average of 86 cents for every euro a man
earns.
Following the announcement by Commission President von der Leyen’s in her political guidelines that binding
pay transparency measures would be introduced, confirmed in the Gender Equality Strategy, the Commission
adopted a proposal for a Directive strengthening the application of the principle of equal pay for equal work or
work of equal value between men and women through pay transparency and enforcement mechanisms on 4
March 2021. The proposal’s aim is to empower workers to enforce their right to equal pay and to encourage
employers to ensure that their pay setting mechanisms are free from gender bias and systemic undervaluation
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of women’s work. The proposal will also increase workers’ and employers’ awareness and spur debate on the
reasons for differences in pay.
In October 2020, the Commission published the proposal for a directive on adequate minimum wages in the
EU.143 In practice, the majority of minimum wage earners being women, hence this proposal indirectly
supports the reduction of the gender pay and pension gap by setting a framework for adequate minimum
wages in the EU.
Gender inequalities in the labour market, especially as regards the number of years in employment, work
intensity and remuneration, result in the gender pension gap, the size of which also depends on the design of
the pension system.144 Although the gender gap in pensions has narrowed gradually over the last decade, it
remains wide. The most recent data point out that the pension gap in the EU27 was 29.5% in 2018, having
slowly decreased from 33.9% in 2010.145 With pensions being the single most important source of income for
older people, this gap exacerbates the higher risk of poverty among elderly women.146
Providing adequate access and equal savings opportunities for women and men, along with ensuring a
minimum income in old age, should be at the heart adequate, inclusive and sustainable pension systems. The
remaining inequalities are of serious concern, given the socio-economic impact of the outbreak of COVID-19, as
women’s pensions are often used to support their unemployed dependents during crises.147 The Commission
and the Social Protection Committee, in consultation with employers’ organisations, trade unions and AGE
Platform Europe, are assessing how risks and resources are being shared in pensions systems and will publish
the results of this analysis in 2021 edition of the Pension Adequacy Report. Simultaneously, the EU-funded
project “Mind the Gap in Pensions” (MIGAPE)148 is currently analysing gender differences in pension’s income
in Europe to provide an insight into the consequences of the gap, identify trends and raise awareness of
employment choices. The Commission’s Structural Reform Support Programme is helping Member States to
reduce the gender pension gap by strengthening national systems for supplementary pension savings. Last but
not least, the Commission, together with EU Member States and key stakeholders, is also exploring the
provision of pension credits for care-related career breaks in occupational pension schemes.
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Acting on the prevailing gender pay gap, a Spanish Royal Decree of 13 October 2020 addresses the challenge of
indirect discrimination through failure to assess the value of work positions adequately. This legislative
initiative is designed to establish greater transparency on pay inspired by the Commission’s preparatory work
on a proposal on pay transparency. The Decree has made it mandatory for all companies to have pay records,
to develop an equality plan and conduct a remuneration audit. The pay records must include mean and median
values of salaries, wage complements, and additional remuneration other than wages broken down by
occupational category, level, or job position, as well as by gender. The Decree also introduces job evaluation
systems, including an appropriate assessment of posts within the company, and the right of workers to be
informed so as to ensure greater transparency in collective bargaining.

IMPROVING WORK-LIFE BALANCE AND NARROWING THE GENDER CARE GAP
A specific challenge connected to a gender-equal economy is working towards a better gender balance in
unpaid care and housework and a reasonable work-life balance accessible to women and men. The existing
distribution of housework and childcare activities between women and men is still very uneven. Before the
COVID-19 outbreak, women in the EU spent an average of 13 hours more than men on unpaid care and
housework every week.149 This has a disproportionate impact on women’s participation in the labour market,
contributing to women’s high degree of part-time work and to the gender gaps in employment and pay.
Women often work part time for reasons related to childcare or care of dependent adults.150 Furthermore,
16.9% of women in the EU27 in 2019 reported that they were not seeking employment because of care
responsibilities, a far higher percentage than the 1.4% of men. That means that 7.7 million women between the
ages of 20-64 are kept out of employment compared to 450 000 men. The impact of the uneven distribution of
care responsibilities and unpaid work is expected to be aggravated by the limited if not lack of access to care
facilities during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In 2019, the EU took a step forward with the adoption of the Work-Life Balance Directive151, which looks at
family-related leaves from the perspective of an individual’s life and encourages sharing of family leave and
flexible working time arrangements among women and men. The Directive addresses the unequal sharing of
care responsibilities, the perpetuation of traditional and stereotypical gender roles and gender inequalities in
earnings and employment prospects stemming from inadequate family-related leave policies. Most Member
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States have started transposing the Directive into national legislation 152 and have until August 2022 to
complete transposition. To ensure the smooth and complete transposition of the Work-Life Balance Directive,
the Commission continues to discuss and monitor legislative developments in Member States. In December
2020, the Employment Committee and Social Protection Committee recommended a set of work-life balance
indicators to measure uptake and duration of paternity, parental and carers’ leave and flexible working
arrangements. The report also includes results of a pilot project in eight EU Member States. An implementation
workshop was held with Member States to discuss technical issues and maintain the momentum set by the
adoption of the Directive.
The French Senate voted in November 2020 to extend paternity leave. From 1 July 2021, paid paternity leave
(available for fathers and second parents) will be expanded from 14 to 28 days, and 32 in case of multiple
births. Employers are obliged to grant seven days of paternity leave immediately following childbirth. Under
this new paternity leave, the first three days will be fully paid by the company and the remaining days paid by
the state.

The Family Act, adopted by the Italian Council of Ministers in June 2020, puts forward a full policy package
proposal from paternity leave to taxation, childcare services and family subsidies. Through this Act, the
Government establishes new parental leave entitlements, at least two months of which cannot be transferred
to the other parent for each child. A mandatory paternity leave period of not less than 10 working days is
introduced for the working father to be taken during the first few months after the child's birth; the right to
leave is granted regardless of marital or family status. A paid leave of at least 5 hours during a school year is
provided for both parents to enable them to meet with their children’ teachers. This leave can be taken up
flexibly, to the extent compatible with the needs of the employer.
The transposition of the Work-Life Balance Directive alone will not close the gender care gap. The Council
Conclusions153 approved under the German Presidency in December 2020, and supported by EIGE’s research
report on gender inequalities in care and pay,154 called to step up efforts to reduce gender gaps in care work.
On 21 January 2021 the European Parliament adopted a Resolution on the Right to Disconnect 155. The
Resolution takes note of the impact of digital-based telework - particularly accentuated in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic - on the work-life balance of employees exercising care functions, the majority of which
tend to be women. The Resolution calls on the Commission to propose legislation to ensure that workers are
able to exercise their right to disconnect, and highlights the fundamental role of social partners in identifying

152

Koslowski, A., Blum, S., Dobrotić, I., Kaufman, G.; Moss, P., International Review of Leave Policies and
Research, 2020. Available at: http://www.leavenetwork.org/lp_and_r_reports/.

153

Council of the European Union, Council Conclusions on the Gender Pay Gap: Valuation and: Distribution of
Paid
Work
and
Unpaid
Care
Work,
2020.
Available
at:
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47063/st13584-en20.pdf.

EN

154

European Institute for Gender Equality, Gender inequalities in care and pay in the EU, 2020. Available at:
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-inequalities-care-and-pay-eu.

155

P9_TA-PROV(2021)0021 European Parliament resolution of 21 January 2021 with recommendations to the
Commission on the right to disconnect (2019/2181(INL)). Available at :
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210114IPR95618/right-to-disconnect-should-bean-eu-wide-fundamental-right-meps-say

EN

and implementing appropriate measures.156 Alongside work-life balance measures, the availability of affordable
and high quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) services for children and long-term care for the
elderly and for people with a chronic illness or disability are fundamental for women’s participation in the
labour market. That is why the Social Protection Committee157 is mapping childcare and long-term care across
all EU Member States to support the upward social convergence in Member States.
Given that women’s participation in the labour market in a long-term perspective depends on the availability of
long-term care services, the Commission recently assessed the impact of demographic ageing on our social
systems and our society158. The report concludes that infrastructure for long-term care is insufficient to meet
the rising needs of an ageing population. This is exacerbated for some remote and rural regions that typically
face challenges in terms of quality and scale of social services provided. The Commission Green Paper on
Ageing, adopted in January 2021, therefore called for an increase in investment in long-term care services
infrastructure and to improve working conditions for professionals in the sector to cover the expected increase
in service users in the coming decades. 159 It launched a public consultation about the long-term impacts of
demographic ageing on our societies, including in the area of long-term care160.
The impact of the lack of long-term care services on women’s labour market participation was discussed at the
conference organised by the Croatian Presidency in January 2020,161 based on the research report drawn by
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EIGE162. Both the outcome of the conference and the research report were reflected in the Presidency
Conclusions on the Impact of Long-Term Care on Work-Life Balance, adopted in June 2020.163 These called for
improvements in the provision of quality long-term care services and in working conditions in the care sector.
A key aspect of address the infrastructure needs in both early childhood education and care and long-term care
services is the need to ensure that there are enough personnel available for the care sector. Yet recent
research by EIGE shows that the sector continues to face severe staff shortages, as challenging working
conditions and low pay fail to attract a large enough labour force.164
The Commission is encouraging Member States to increase efforts in securing sustainable fair working
conditions and decent wages and to tackle gender stereotypes in the early childhood education and care and
long-term care sectors. These changes should attract a more gender-balanced workforce and ensure that
workers are willing and able to work in these jobs until retirement age. The current pandemic, with intensified
the need for well-functioning health care and care systems and with the experience of closure of schools, has
heightened appreciation of these services among EU citizens.
Under the EU’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship programme, EUR 2,85 million was granted to eight countries 165
through a call for proposals to national authorities published in 2019. The topic of the call was ‘closing gender
gaps over the life cycle-work-life balance for women and men – a better sharing of care’. The purpose was to
support projects designed to raise awareness and tackle gender stereotypes with regard to roles in work and in
private life. The project had a particular focus on conciliating work and private life, including the promotion of
the uptake of family-related leaves by men.

The Latvian Ministry of Welfare launched the communication campaign called “Daddy can!”166 in
September 2020. The aim of the campaign was to strengthen the father's role in family and society
by questioning existing prejudices and perceptions about women and men’s respective
responsibilities for and tackling stereotypes about divorced and single fathers. The campaign was
based on three inspiring video stories by three divorced dads who share their experience in raising
children, explaining why the father's involvement and presence in childcare is even more important
when the parents are divorced.
In July 2020, Greece initiated the “Neighbourhood Nannies” project as part of policy efforts to achieve greater
balance between work and family life. It provides childcare services for infants up to 2.5 years of age by
certified nurses with the prospect of universal implementation throughout the country between 2021 and
2027. As part of the pilot phase in a number of selected cities, the project provides financial support for
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parents, which can be used to pay a certified nurse to take care of the infant either at their home or at the
nurse’s location. This project is designed to improve work-life balance among parents. It also provides working
opportunities for unemployed childcare professionals and establishes avenues to formal employment for those
working in the childcare sector, thus reducing undeclared work in the sector. A specialised platform has been
set up to provide service staff with the appropriate credentials to ensure the safety of the children being
looked after.

Financed via the EU Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI), the ‘Men in Care’ project (20192022) is helping reducing the barriers for men who want to become involved in caring activities. The project is
improving workplace conditions to promote men taking up caring roles and helps assess how policies and
workplace cultures can change to enable men to become more active in caring for children, older persons,
partners, co-workers and friends. By involving workers, trade unions, employers, and families, the project will
enable men to take time to care for themselves and others. The project involves partners from different
European countries (Austria, Germany, France, Slovenia, Poland, Spain, Norway and Iceland) and is led by the
Universidad Nacional de Educacion a Distancia (UNED) in Spain.

LEADING EQUALLY THROUGH SOCIETY
Women in the EU make up about half of the population and the electorate, yet women continue to be underrepresented in high-level positions, whether in elected office, the civil service, corporate boardrooms or
academia.167 In politics, gender-balanced participation is an important condition for effective democracy and
good governance, and it contributes to citizens’ trust in democratic institutions. Gender balance in
management and leadership functions can boost innovation, competitiveness and productivity, and contribute
to the prosperity of the EU.
The EU has come only halfway towards gender equality in key decision-making positions in major political,
economic and social institutions. Reasons for the persistent under-representation and participation of women
are broad and multifaceted. Root causes include traditional gender roles and stereotypes, unequal sharing of
household and care responsibilities, as well as political and working cultures favouring long working hours that
clash with care responsibilities traditionally assigned to women. Movements such as #MeToo have provided
further evidence of the extent to which women are subject to gender-based harassment and bullying in the
workplace, with the emergence of on-line violence as an increasing concern168. These factors discourage and
limit women’s participation in politics and public life, and ultimately hinder gender equality in decision-making.
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Women’s underrepresentation in political decision-making represents a ‘democratic deficit’ that undermines
the legitimacy of political decisions.
The Gender Equality Index 2020169 published by the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE shows some
encouraging progress on gender balance in decision-making. However, progress remains slow and is
concentrated in a few Member States. With a score of 53.5 out of 100 points on the Index, the EU and Member
States have a long way to go to achieve parity in decision-making.170 The findings of the Index confirm that
legislative measures such as quotas for the underrepresented sex are important tools for speeding up progress.
Progress is possible, but it requires action, commitment and determination on the par of all decision-makers at
the highest level.

GENDER BALANCE IN DECISION MAKING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted the creation of committees and task forces to respond to the pandemic
at different levels of governance. Health ministers, experts and organisational leaders have come together to
formulate and approve contingency measures and actions to address the social and economic crisis resulting
from the pandemic. However, the lack of women in these decision-making bodies is striking. A 2020 study
found that men greatly outnumber women in decision making related to the pandemic. Of 115 national
dedicated COVID-19 task forces in 87 countries, including 17 EU Member States, 85.2% were made up mainly of
men, 11.4% comprised mainly women and only 3.5% had gender parity. Furthermore, 81.2% of task forces
were led by men.171 Although women make up the vast majority of healthcare workers in the EU, women are
held back from leadership positions in the healthcare sector. At the political level, only 30% of health ministers
in the EU are women. The European Commission’s task force for the COVID-19 crisis 172 is led by Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen and includes five other Commissioners, three of whom are women. However,
women experts only account for just two of the nine members (25%) of the European Commission Advisory
Panel on COVID-19173. Women’s inclusion in crisis response decision-making is crucial to address gender biases
in decision-making and to ensure effective responses to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Women in economic decision-making European companies have a long way to go to achieve genderbalanced leadership. Despite progress, the gender imbalance in the corporate leadership of most
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Available at https://gh.bmj.com/content/bmjgh/5/10/e003549.full.pdf.
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European Commission's coronavirus response team, established on 2 March 2020, see
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/coronavirus-response/european-commissionsaction-coronavirus_en.
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European Commission’s advisory panel on COVID-19, available at

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=3719&NewSearch=
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publicly listed companies registered in the EU remains stark. According to the latest data from EIGE in
October 2020, women account 29.5% of board members in the largest publicly listed174 companies
registered in the EU Member States, a mere 1.0 percentage point increase since October 2019175.
France remains the only EU Member State in which the largest listed companies have at least 40% of
each sex at board level. Belgium, Italy, and Sweden all have around 38% women, while women
accounted for at least a third of board members in the Netherlands, Germany, Finland, and Denmark.
However, women make up less than a fifth of board members in 10 Member States, and they
account for only one in ten or fewer in Estonia, Malta and Hungary (Figure 1).
Figure 1: Share of women and men on the boards of the largest listed companies in the EU, Oct2020176
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Legislative action to address the gender imbalances in economic decision-making continues to drive
progress. Seven Member States have so far adopted mandatory national quotas for the underrepresented sex for listed companies177 with Greece being the latest addition to this list in 2020.

174

Publicly listed means that the shares of the company are traded on the stock exchange. The ‘largest’
companies in each country are taken to be the members (max.50) of the primary blue-chip index
maintained by the national stock exchange, which covers the largest companies by market capitalisation
and/or volume of market trades. Only companies registered in the country concerned (according to the
ISIN code) are taken into account.
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The annual change figures show an acceleration of the rate of progress between 2010 and 2016, but
subsequently – apart from a blip in 2019 – the rate of change has slowed down.
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National gender quota targets: FR & IT (40%), BE & PT (33%), DE & AT (30%), EL (25%).
177

Belgium, France, and Italy adopted the national quotes in 2011, followed by Germany (2015), Austria
and Portugal (2017).
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Nine further EU countries 178 have taken a softer approach. The remaining 11 Member States179 have
not taken any significant action.

The impact of legislative measures is clear: the presence of women on the boards of the largest
publicly listed companies180 has increased strikingly where these measures have been adopted. In
October 2020, women accounted for 37.6% of the board members of the largest listed companies in
the six Member States with binding quotas, following an increase of 3 percentage points per year. 181
In comparison, 24.3% of board members were women in countries that had taken either soft
measures or no action at all, figure increasing only by 0.7 percentage points per year. Because of the
adoption of measures, the subdomain of economic power in EIGE’s Gender Equality Index 2020182
has increased by 17.9 points since 2010, with Italy and France leading in this change.
Legislative action has had a clear positive impact on the representation of women at board level. However,
quotas typically only apply to the top-level board, which tends to be wholly or predominantly (depending on
the local corporate governance system) comprised of non-executives so that executive positions may not be
affected. As a result, progress towards gender parity amongst executives is also slow and very few women
reach the top positions in large companies. In October 2020, women held just 19.3% of executive positions in
largest listed companies and less than one in ten board chairs or CEO positions.
Gender imbalance is likewise a persistent phenomenon in central banks, cornerstones of economic-decision
making and which shape social, political and economic realities. Currently, all central banks of EU Member
States are governed by a man and 13 out of the 27 vice- or deputy governors are women. In October 2020,
women held a quarter (24.6%) of seats in the key decision-making bodies of national central banks in the EU.
Whilst this has improved since 2003 (15.4%), only Bulgaria, Spain, and France have gender balanced decision-

178

These are Denmark, Ireland, Spain, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovenia, Finland and Sweden.
Spain has equality legislation that effectively recommends at least 40% of each sex on company boards but
is not enforceable as legislation did not foresee sanctions for non-compliance. Slovenia has a legislative
target for state-owned companies but not publicly listed companies. Other countries in this group have
preferred to encourage companies to self-regulate in order to redress the gender balance in boardrooms.
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These are Bulgaria, Czechia, Estonia, Croatia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Romania, and
Slovakia.
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Publicly listed means that the shares of the company are traded on the stock exchange. The ‘largest’
companies in each country are taken to be the members (max.50) of the primary blue-chip index
maintained by the national stock exchange, which covers the largest companies by market capitalisation
and/or volume of market trades. Only companies registered in the country concerned (according to the
ISIN code) are taken into account.
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Legislation underpinning a national gender quota often provides a timescale for compliance that allows
companies to deliver change within the normal cycle of board renewals so that change is progressive.
Based on the companies covered by EIGE’s sample, quota targets have been fulfilled in France, Germany,
Belgium, and Austria. Italy achieved its initial quota target of 33% in 2017, and is now close to the updated
target of 40%. Of the remaining two countries with established gender quotas, Portugal has seen
significant progress since application of the quota in January 2018, while Greece’s quota is too recent for a
noticeable effect.
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making in the central bank. In Austria, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and Romania all key decisions are taken by
men with no women in key decision-making positions.
In the case of EU financial institutions, key decisions have historically been overwhelmingly controlled by men,
and as of 2020, there are still only 2 women amongst the 25 board members (11.5%) of the European Central
Bank (ECB), albeit including the first ever female governor, Christine Lagarde. In the European Investment Bank
(EIB) women make up 3 out of 27 board members. (10.7%).
Research shows183 a positive link between improved performance and gender balance, strengthening the case
for gender balance. By making full use of the under-utilised talent pool of qualified, competent and motivated
women, companies can better understand their customers and stakeholders and bring diversity of thought to
the boardroom and to other management positions, thus strengthening the company’s competitive advantage.
Furthermore, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, gender equality and inclusive leadership matter more
than ever. The under-representation of women in all their diversity in economic power positions means that
women are not part of shaping the decisions that affect the future of their lives.
Governments, social partners and companies must ensure a work environment conducive to equal
opportunities for women and men in decision-making and, in doing so, create a new narrative for action and
change in the labour market. Policies that can lead to greater inclusivity and work-life balance for both men
and women, such as flexible working arrangements and paid paternity leave, are needed. Companies can
attract and retain talented women by developing a strategy suited to their circumstances and needs including
numerical targets, timelines, and collecting data to monitor and evaluate the situation. Building a strong
pipeline of female talent is key to increasing gender balance in senior management, boards and leadership
positions. Furthermore, companies should ensure that women and men have equal opportunities for career
progression, responsibility, visibility and variety of positions that prepare them for higher positions to achieve a
sustainable and meaningful change.

The Netherlands tabled a legal proposal to improve the gender balance on boards in November 2020. The
proposal introduces an ‘ingrowth quota’ for listed companies, which obliges them to ensure that at least one
third of the members of their supervisory boards are women. If a man is appointed while this target has not
yet been met, the appointment would be declared null and void. In that case the ‘chair’ on the supervisory
board will remain empty until a female director is appointed. If a company has a one tier board, the same
rule will apply. The rule also applies to the non-executive members of the board. In addition to the quota the
proposal would oblige large corporations to set appropriate and ambitious targets on the numbers of men
and women in the management board, the supervisory board and the sub-top to make them more balanced.
The proposal will be discussed in Parliament184.
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Examples: ILO, Women on boards - Building the female talent pipeline, 2015, available at
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/--gender/documents/briefingnote/wcms_410200.pdf.

ILO, Women in leadership bring better business performance, 22 May 2019, available at
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_701767/lang--en/index.htm; McKinsey,
Delivering through Diversity, 2018, available at
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/Organization/Our%20Insights/Deli
vering%20through%20diversity/Delivering-through-diversity_full-report.ashx.
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The law proposal is available at https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-35628-2.html and the
explanatory memorandum athttps://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-35628-3.html.
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The Finnish Government’s action plan for gender equality includes targets and measures connected to
gender equality in decision-making. One such target is to increase gender balance in listed companies so
that big and medium-sized companies have at least 40 % of each sex on the boards. The government will
monitor progress towards this target every year. The government also continues its actions to increase the
share of women on the boards of state-owned companies, in line with the targets set in 2004.

With the Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme (REC), the Commission supported Member States and
stakeholders to promote gender balance in politics, public fora and management and leadership positions in
the corporate sector. This support will continue for the financing period 2021-2027 by the successor of the
REC, the Citizenship, Equality, Rights and Values programme.

The ‘Women’s Empowerment in Leadership Positions’ (WELP) project,185 funded by the Rights, Equality
and Citizenship programme and led by the association European Women on Boards, aims to support senior
women leaders in preparing European corporations for the new digital era. Activities include empowering
senior women of all levels by enhancing their skills and knowledge; sensitising the corporate sector to
increase the participation of women in the executive pipeline and on boards; and measuring and tracking
changes by developing and rolling out a gender diversity index. The index benchmarks 600 companies listed
on STOXX Europe 600 covering 17 countries186 on the participation of women on their highest decisionmaking bodies and gives examples of good practice.

The EU Platform of Diversity Charters, funded by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship programme, is
supporting over 12 000 signatories (companies, public institutions and non-profit organisations)
representing over 16 million employees in advancing diversity, inclusion and equal opportunities regardless
of gender, disability, race or ethnic origin, religion or sexual orientation. In April 2020, the European
Commission celebrated 10 years of the EU Platform of Diversity Charters and, as of September 2020, the
Bulgarian and Cypriot Diversity Charters raised the number of European Diversity Charters to 26 187. The
Platform is involved in the exchange of good practices and develops common tools in areas such as gender
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Available at https://europeanwomenonboards.eu/about-welp/.
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Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Poland,
Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Norway, United Kingdom and Switzerland.
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European Commission, Welcome to Bulgarian and Cypriot Diversity Charters!, 29 October 2020,
available at https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/just/itemdetail.cfm?item_id=692254&newsletter_id=883&utm_source=just_newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm
_campaign=Diversity%20Charters%20%20&utm_content=Welcome%20to%20Bulgarian%20and%20Cyprio
t%20Diversity%20Charters&lang=en.
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balance in executive boards and managerial positions.

To address the issue of the so called ‘glass ceiling’ affecting women’s access to leading positions in business,
the process of the selection of board members in large EU listed companies should be transparent and based
on objective criteria. The Commission’s proposal from 2012 for a Directive on improving the gender balance
among non-executive directors of companies listed on stock exchanges 188 aims to address this instead of
imposing gender quotas. The proposal requires that such preconditions would be applied where the proportion
of the under-represented sex at corporate board level is below 40%. Such an approach makes candidates’
qualification and merit the main criterion for board membership. The proposed directive leaves Member States
the flexibility to keep and apply their own existing, effective measures to improve gender balance in corporate
boards. Despite support from the European Parliament and some Member States, a compromise in the Council
of the EU has yet to be reached. The Commission remains committed to its proposal from 2012. The objective
of unblocking the negotiations on the directive was announced in Commission President von der Leyen’s
political guidelines and confirmed in the Gender Equality Strategy for 2020-2025. The adoption of the directive
is also highly relevant to address the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, which requires inclusion of
women and men in all their diversity in leadership positions.
In January 2021, the 2020 European Women on Boards Gender Diversity Index 189 was published. Co-funded by
the REC-programme, this index was developed to allow companies to benchmark themselves against other
companies in their country or sector with regard to the diversity of their boards and other key positions. The
2020 edition indicates a positive trajectory. It highlights that substantially more companies have over 40%
women in leadership than in 2019 (13% today compared to 8% in 2019). But it also shows that progress
remains slow and uneven across companies and countries.

WOMEN IN POLITICAL DECISION-MAKING
The composition of political assemblies and executives too often fail to reflect the population they represent,
with women often significantly under-represented. Women's political representation in most EU countries
remains below the 40% recommended by the Council of Europe190. The goal should be to achieve parity (50%)
in line with the Sustainable Development Goal on gender equality. Yet, progress is slow and differs significantly
between EU Member States.
In November 2020, the proportion of women participating in elected assemblies is similar across all levels of
government in the EU as a whole: 32.7% at national level, 34.1% at regional level 191 and 34.1% at local level 192
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COM(2012) 614 final. Available at:

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52012PC0614&from=EN.
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https://europeanwomenonboards.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Gender-Equality-Index-Final-report2020-210120.pdf
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Council of Europe, Recommendation Rec(2003)3 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on
balanced participation of women and men in political and public decision making, 2003, available at
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectID=09000016805e0848.
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between the central government and local authorities (though not necessarily within any formal
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(Figure 2). Although the base level of women’s representation varies between EU countries, within each
country there is less than a 10 percentage point difference between the shares of women at national, regional
and local levels in 20 of the 27 EU Member States 193. Sweden, Spain and France are the only EU Member States
with gender-balanced representation (at least 40% of each gender) in the national parliament, regional and
local assemblies. In contrast, Romania and Greece have less than 25% women at all three levels, as does Cyprus
in two levels, which does not have regional assemblies.

Figure 2: Share of women in national parliaments, regional assemblies and local
assemblies, EU-27, 2020

Source: EIGE, Gender Statistics Database
Note: Countries are sorted by descending share of women in the national parliament.

The 2019 European elections saw the proportion of women members of the European Parliament exceed the
40% threshold for the first time, with women accounting for 304 out of 747 MEPs (40.7%) 194. The departure of
UK MEPs in January 2020 brought that level slightly down to 39.3% women and 60.7% men. There is a steady
progress towards gender balance in the European Parliament, as the proportion of women has doubled since
the first elections in 1979195. While half of the Member States have at least 40% of each gender among their

hierarchy). The following EU Member States do not have any regions conforming to this definition and
therefore have no data for the regional level: Bulgaria, Estonia, Ireland, Cyprus, Lithuania, Luxembourg,
Malta, and Slovenia.
192

The EU level figure for local politics is heavily influenced by France, which contributes over 40% of the
councillors recorded. Excluding France, women account for 26.7% of councillors in the remaining countries.
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The exceptions are Spain, Portugal, Austria, Italy, Latvia, Slovakia and Hungary.
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Situation at the time of the constitutive session of the new parliament in July 2019.

195 Data available in the EIGE Gender statistics database:

https://eige.europa.eu/genderstatistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_pol_parl__wmid_eurparl (the figure excludes the elected UK MEPs in
2010 and 2015).
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MEPs196, the majority of members in the other half are men. Most notably, men account for 85% of MEPs for
Romania and Cyprus has no women MEPs at all.

Legislative action generally stimulates progress. Over the last 20 years, a number of countries have
taken steps to improve gender balance in their parliaments by applying legislative quotas ensuring a
minimum proportion of each gender amongst candidates, sometimes with additional requirements
on where to place candidates on the lists.197 Such quotas are currently in place in eleven Member
States198. The use of gender-balanced candidate lists does not necessarily translate into genderbalanced electoral results, however199. To date, the proportion of elected women members matched
(or exceeded) the quota target only in Portugal and Spain.
As of January 2021, 22 of the 27 EU Member States had a man as head of government, the exceptions being
Estonia, Denmark, Germany, Finland and Lithuania. Only eight other Member States have had a woman prime
minister since 2004; the remaining sixteen have only had men in this role. Out of the 21 Member States that
have elected heads of state, only three (Estonia, Greece and Slovakia) have women as presidents.
Of senior ministers, two thirds were men as an EU average200. Eleven governments were gender balanced, 201
often due to the strong commitment and determination of the respective prime minister to achieve such
balance. Governments were predominantly male in seven others202. However, it is important to look beyond
the numbers to see where the real power lies, as numbers on their own do not provide the full picture.
Evidence suggests that women are often in charge of portfolios considered to be of lower political priority, such
as socio-cultural policies. Despite these also being important areas, women should also be in charge of the
more prestigious and male-dominated portfolio such as finance, defence and security, while men also have
important value to add in social affairs and education.
Political parties are the gatekeepers of gender equality in parliaments and governments, as they set party
policy and select the candidates. Yet top party positions are still largely held by men. In 2020, women
accounted for just 1 in 5 (21.5%) leaders of major political parties203 across the EU Member States, and 1 in 3
deputy leaders (34.0%). The proportion of women party leaders is at an all-time high, but the proportion of
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DK, IE, ES, FR, HR, LV, LU, NL, AT, PT, SI, FI, and SE.
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For example ‘zippering’ (alternate women and men), or at least one woman in every three on a ranked
list.
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In chronological order: FR (50%), 2000; BE (50%), 2002; PT (33%), 2006; SI (35%), 2006; ES (40%), 2007;
EL (33%), 2008; HR (40%), 2008; PL (35%), 2011; IE (30%), 2012; IT (40%), 2017; and LU (40%), 2016.
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This divergence in the results may be due to different roles of candidate lists in national election laws.
National legislation might combine the gender balance requirements with List position rules or sanctions
for non-compliance.
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Ministers with a seat in the cabinet are 65.7% men and 34.3% women.

201

Governments in Estonia, Finland, Austria, Belgium, Sweden, France, Lithuania, Spain, Germany, Netherlands,
and Portugal were composed of at least 40% of each gender.
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In Poland, Malta, Greece, Slovenia, Slovakia and Hungary, the percentage of women make up 20% or less of
the senior ministers.

203

I.e. those with at least 5% of seats in parliament. Data collection in May 2020 covered 149 major political
parties across the 27 EU Member States.
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women deputy leader has fluctuated around the current level throughout the same period with little sign of
progress. In the Czech Republic, Hungary, Malta and Slovakia, none of the major parties has had a woman
leader since data were first collected in 2011.
Portugal adopted a new law on political participation in March 2019. It raises the minimum percentage of
women and men in the electoral lists to the national and European parliaments, elected bodies of
municipalities and parish councils from (the previously established) 33 % to 40 %. Another law adopted in
March 2019 requires women and men each occupy at least 40% of top civil servant posts in public
administration, as well as in public higher education institutions and associations.

To ensure balanced political representation at state level, Brandenburg has become the first German Land
or state to introduce a legally-binding quota. On 2019, the Brandenburg State Parliament adopted the Act on
Inclusive Parity. Under the Act, women and men will in future be given equal consideration when drawing up
the state list of electoral candidates. When drawing up the lists, equal representation will be prescribed by
the alternate listing of women and men.

The project ‘Brussels Binder Beyond (BBBeyond)’, funded under the Rights, Equality and Citizenship
programme, is a joint project by the Bruegel think tank, the German Marshall Fund of the United States and
the Brussels Binder organisation, to promote women’s participation and visibility in public fora. It aims at
challenging the under-representation of women in public debates by creating a pan-European network of
women expert databases and like-minded organisations to help develop practical tools and give women’s
voices the platform they deserve.204

The Commission is leading by example demonstrating that rapid progress can be achieved with political will
and high-level commitment. The appointment of the new European Commission in December 2019 not only
saw the first ever female President, Ursula von der Leyen, leading the institution but it is also the most genderbalanced Commission to date. With the replacement of the Irish Commissioner on 12 October 2020 205, the
European Commission has achieved a gender balance with 13 women (48.1%) and 14 men (51.9%). The firstever gender-balanced College of Commissioner is a result of Member States responses to President von der
Leyen’s call to nominate both female and male candidates.

The Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 further reaffirms the importance of ensuring equal
opportunities for women and men to participate and lead in society. To implement these new
objectives, the European Commission uses all available tools, including legislation, policy measures
and funding to promote gender balance in decision-making.
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Council of the EU, Council appoints Mairead McGuinness as new member of the European Commission, 12
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The Commission remains committed to promoting the participation of women as voters and candidates in the
2024 European Parliament elections, in collaboration with the European Parliament, national parliaments,
Member States and civil society, including through funding and promoting best practices. As announced in its
report on the 2019 elections206, in January 2021 the Commission organised a joint session of the European
Cooperation Network on Elections and the expert group on electoral matters, which also considered
inclusiveness and equality in democratic participation. The 2020 Citizenship report 207 published in December
2020 also announced further measures to support inclusiveness in democratic participation, including a highlevel meeting with European political parties in 2022 to promote gender balance and a greater diversity of
candidates. The Commission’s Structural Reform Support Programme is helping Member States developing
strategies to empower women in political decision-making at local level.
Within the European Democracy Action Plan adopted in December 2020208, the Commission committed to
ensuring that equality is mainstreamed in actions at all levels to foster access to democratic participation. This
includes inclusiveness and equality in democratic participation, gender balance in politics and in decisionmaking and taking proactive steps to counter anti-democratic attacks seeking to dissuade women or minority
groups from being politically active. It will commit to a range of actions to protect journalists, including
strengthening media freedom and media pluralism, taking into account new online threats and danger faced in
particular by women journalists.

The European Commission is committed to reaching a gender balance of 50% at all levels of its
management by the end of 2024. As of 1 December 2020, women in the European Commission
constituted up to 43% in management overall, specifically 41% of senior management and 43% of
middle management. A majority of women (56%) were also designated as deputies to Directors. To
reach the above-mentioned goals, the Commission has put forward a series of binding measures and
targets, amongst which were mid-term targets for first female appointments at middle management
level; a target to have ‘Deputy Head of Unit’ positions to be held in equal proportions by men and
women by 2022;introducing the designation of “Deputy to the Director” to a majority of female
middle managers to experience senior management responsibilities, and identification, monitoring
and support of female talents via tailored talent development programmes. The third edition of the
female talent development programme for aspiring middle managers was launched in November
2020 with 119 participants from 42 different European Commission Directorates-General. In January
2021, the Commission established a new Diversity and Inclusion Office responsible for development,
implementation and monitoring of various initiatives addressing all aspects of diversity and inclusion
amongst Commission staff, notably gender equality, in collaboration with the Task Force for Equality.
A target to increase the share of female managers and improve gender balance amongst staff has also been set
for EU Agencies and EU Delegations. On the appointment of Directors of regulatory agencies, general guidance
has been developed to provide gender-balanced shortlists for adoption by the College of Commissioners in
view of final appointment by the management board of the agency concerned. As for EU Delegations, the
European External Action Service (EEAS) is improving the selection and recruitment panels, making training on
bias and interview techniques mandatory, and is strengthening the talent-spotting, coaching, mentoring, and
networking programmes at both management and pre-management levels. Far-reaching work on spouse
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employment at post has been undertaken together with the EU Member States. The Service has also further
raised awareness against harassment and improved measures for facilitate a better work-life balance, through
improved working arrangements also in the EU Delegations.
To ensure the above-mentioned progress is maintained a new recruitments, the European Personnel Selection
Office continues to promote a gender-balanced approach in its inter-institutional selection procedures. It
deploys gender-neutral test methods and raises gender awareness in its training of Selection Board members.
The European Commission and the EEAS also continue to work on its pledge to ensure a gender-balanced
representation in Commission-organised panels and conferences. For example, a recently launched awarenessraising initiative with the slogan ‘No women – no panel’ prompts staff to ensure the required diversity in
panels.209

GENDER MAINSTREAMING
To achieve gender equality it is essential to include a gender equality perspective in all stages of decisionmaking, when priorities are set, policies are developed and resources allocated. As an essential strategic tool to
advance on gender equality, gender mainstreaming supports a gender equal redistribution of power, influence
and resources, and ensures equal opportunities for women and men, and girls and boys, in all their diversity.
Mainstreaming gender equality into policymaking uncovers and mitigates unperceived biases embedded in
societies, ensuring that policies do not reinforce existing gender inequalities or gender stereotypes. Multiple
studies demonstrate that gender equality positively affects economic growth and sustainable development,
creates fairer societies and increases the effectiveness of the resource use and policies. 210
The European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) has found that the performance of EU Member State in
gender mainstreaming has been decreasing since 2012 211. Despite a slight rise in of governments’ commitment
to mainstream gender into public administration212, the availability of gender mainstreaming structures and the
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and 62% men. In additional, no male-only panels were accepted at the 2020 virtual edition of the European
Week of Regions and Cities.

210
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EIGE, Economic benefits of gender equality in the EU: How gender equality in STEM education leads to economic
growth, 2017, available at https://eige.europa.eu/publications/economic-benefits-gender-equality-euhow-gender-equality-stem-education-leads-economic-growth;

EN

211

EIGE, Gender Statistics Database: H3. Gender Mainstreaming, 2020, available at
https://eige.europa.eu/genderstatistics/dgs/indicator/genmain_cont_bpfa_h3__bpfa_h3/line/year:2012,2018/geo:EU28/unit:SCORE/indi
cator:TOTAL.

212

EIGE reports the EU-28 having a score of 1.5 out of 2 for 2018, indicating the average score reflecting a defacto binding decision. This is an improvement from the EU-28 average score in 2012 of 1.4.

EN

use of gender mainstreaming tools has decreased. According to the EIGE’s survey, which rates key gender
mainstreaming elements on a scale of 0 to 16 213, the average score of Member States declined from 8.4 in 2012
to 7.4 in 2018. 214 Only nine215 Member States improved their score during this period.
Gender mainstreaming remains a priority for the European Commission. The 2020-2025 gender equality
strategy is built on a dual approach consisting of specific initiatives to address gender inequalities and the
mainstreaming of gender into all EU policies.
COVID-19 RESPONSE
Evidence presented in previous chapters of this report points to the gendered impact of the COVID-19
pandemic, which has had disproportionate negative effects on women and girls. Mainstreaming a gender
equality perspective into the pandemic response is vital to deliver the needed relief and overcome the social
and economic consequences of this pandemic. Ensuring gender equality in the recovery phase is of the essence
to ensure positive developments towards gender equality. This challenge was acknowledged in the joint event
organised by EIGE and the German Presidency of the Council of the EU. 216 In particular, the European Pillar of
Social Rights provides a strong basis to ensure gender mainstreaming across the socio-economic policies. The
Action Plan to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights will further support this approach.
Since the outbreak of the pandemic in Europe, the Commission has supported research and innovation projects
to tackle the spread of COVID-19 and prepare the EU for further outbreaks by investing EUR 1 billion in
research in 2020. As part of this extraordinary initiative, the second Horizon 2020 emergency call for
expression of interest for research and innovation on the COVID-19 pandemic, 217 addressed gender as a
crosscutting issue, requiring that all data be sex and gender disaggregated and that gender dynamics be
investigated. Furthermore, the Horizon Europe work programme for 2021-2022 introduces several actions to
address the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on gender equality, including an action examining impacts on women
researchers’ work and productivity. The Commission established a website 218 dedicated to all COVID-19
research and innovation initiatives related to gender equality under Horizon 2020.
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To help report key information on the spread of the virus, the European Centre for Disease prevention and
Control (ECDC) has updated its reporting protocol under the European Surveillance System to breakdown data
on COVID-19 cases by gender following the example of the World Health Organization219. This has allowed EU
Member States to consider the gendered impact of the virus. Moreover, ECDC provided guidance to civil
society and non-governmental organisations as well as for national and regional authorities in the European
Union, the European Economic Area and the United Kingdom, to identify medically and socially vulnerable
groups including people living in abusive household settings (mainly women and children), and evaluate
mitigation measures220.
To mitigate the socio economic impact of the pandemic, the European Commission, the European Parliament
and the European Council agreed on NextGenerationEU, Europe’s recovery plan of EUR 750 billion to rebuild a
greener, more digital and more resilient Europe. This unprecedented increase in budgetary resources
strengthens the EU’s ability to provide the help needed in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, and obliges Member
States to explain how their planned reforms and investments that will be funded via the Recovery and
Resilience Facility will contribute to mainstreaming gender equality221. As part of the EU budget for recovery,
the Recovery Assistance for Cohesion and the Territories of Europe (REACT-EU) operational programmes are
required to take into account and promote gender equality and gender mainstreaming. 222
The Finnish Institute of Health and Welfare is conducting research on the short- and long-term impact of
COVID-19 on gender equality, in cooperation with Statistics Finland, the University of Tampere and the
National Institute for Social Insurance. The project, which monitors the health, economic and social impact of
COVID-19 on women and men, brings together experts from fields such as social sciences, demography,

innovation/research-area/health-research-and-innovation/coronavirus-research-and-innovation/genderequality_en.
The website also features a case study on The impact of sex and gender in the current COVID-19 pandemic
developed by the Horizon 2020 Expert Group on ‘Gendered Innovations’.
219
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economics and gender studies to analyse the different phases of the pandemic. The project’s results will feed
into gender equality public policy and inform the general public about the gender equality implications of the
COVID-19 crisis as a gender equality issue.

The Spanish government’s recovery, transformation and resilience plan outlining the use of the European
Recovery fund to address the impact of COVID-19 is built on four pillars: gender equality, ecological transitions,
social and territorial cohesion and digitalisation. The government acknowledges the need to address how
COVID-19 and the green and digital transitions specifically affect women and to therefore mainstream gender
into the modernisation of the Spanish economy

STRENGTHENING GENDER MAINSTREAMING AT EU LEVEL
The Gender Equality Strategy emphasises gender mainstreaming as a key tool for the Commission’s gender
equality work. A Taskforce on Equality has been created to support this work and ‘equality coordinators’ have
been appointed in all Commission services and the European External Action Service. As well as supporting
Commissioner Dalli in her daily work and helping to deliver concrete equality promoting initiatives, the
Taskforce on Equality plays a key role in mainstreaming equality on grounds of gender, age, disability, racial or
ethnic origin, religion or belief and sexual orientation into all policies, from their design to their
implementation. This includes providing strategic guidance, designing a toolbox for policy-makers, organising
trainings and facilitating the work on equality undertaken by different Commission services.
The EIGE supports the Commission and Member States, as well as other stakeholders with technical expertise
on gender mainstreaming. It has developed a gender mainstreaming platform, an online toolbox for policy
makers and practitioners. The platform supports gender mainstreaming implementation, by providing methods
and tools223. In addition, EIGE also produces sector specific analysis on gender equality issues in various policy
areas, which contributes to capacity building and knowledge-based development. To assist responsible
authorities in the Member States to apply gender budgeting tools in managing the European Union Funds
under shared management EIGE has developed a dedicated toolkit.224
The Commission is also mainstreaming gender into its health policy. To understand and address women’s and
men’s different health expectations, experiences and risks, the Commission, in collaboration with the OECD
and the European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies, takes account of gender disparities in terms of
health outcomes and healthy lifestyles in its analysis of national health systems (“State of Health in the EU
Cycle”)225. The Joint Action on Health Equity in Europe (JAHEE)226 identified gender as a factor of inequities in
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access to healthcare and related social services, together with barriers to appropriate education and training.
The Commission also monitors specific challenges faced by women and girls under the 2021-2025 EU Agenda
and Action Plan on Drugs227, and the EU Drugs Strategy 2021-2025228, adopted in July and December 2020,
respectively. Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan, adopted in February 2021, 229 acknowledges gender differences in
cancer and the strong gender dimension in treating it, calls to address any potential gender and other biases in
diagnosis, and to reduce gender differences in access to cancer care. The gender dimension was also included
when preparing the 2021-2027 Health and Safety Strategic Framework and the Strategy on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030. The Commission also continues to monitor data on women and men’s
participation in clinical trials to respond to gendered needs. As a driving principle, unless otherwise justified,
clinical trial participants should represent the population groups, for example gender and age groups, that are
likely to use the investigated medicinal product.
Gender mainstreaming has helped increase women’s representation in the European Green Deal. As one of the
major initiatives under this package, the Renovation Wave strategy 230 cites a need to increase the number and
role of women in the construction sector, not only to improve gender balance in the sector but also to increase
the pool of skills and qualified professionals. The strategy will also be crucial in addressing energy poverty, a
phenomenon that disproportionately affects women. 231 The new EU strategy on adaptation to climate change,
presented on 24 February 2021232 ensures that external adaptation actions are developed so as to effectively
address the disproportionate impact climate change has on women, older persons, children, people with

The 2020 edition of the ‘Health at a Glance: Europe’, published in November 2020, covers a total of 36
European countries and has two thematic chapters of EU interest (health system resilience to COVID-19
and impact of air pollution on health):
It is available at: https://doi.org/10.1787/82129230-en.
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disabilities, indigenous and other vulnerable groups. The Commission is also committed to ensuring a gender
balance amongst its Ambassadors for the European Climate Pact 233.
Furthermore, the Commission set gender equality as a new priority of the new European Research Area (ERA),
adopted in September 2020.234 Building on the strengthened provisions in Horizon Europe, the Commission
proposed the development of inclusive gender equality plans as part of ERA, with inclusiveness addressed on
three levels: intersectionality with other social factors such as ethnicity, disability or sexual orientation;
geographical inclusiveness; and better inclusion of the private sector. These measures are complementary to
those of other EU programmes, such as ERASMUS+, with strong synergies with the transformative agenda for
higher education institutions, as well as the Digital Education Action Plan.
In 2020, the Austrian Ministry for Social, Health, Care and Consumer Protection specified health equity, mental
health and empowerment of women, as the three current priority themes for the implementation of its
Women’s Health Action Plan. To support the work on the Action Plan, Women’s Health Dialogues are organised
every year to discuss progress son the action plan’s priority measures of the and facilitate the exchange of
information and best practices between national and international experts.

STRENGTHENING GENDER MAINSTREAMING IN THE EU’S NEW LONG-TERM BUDGET
Strengthening gender mainstreaming in the new long-term budget, as well as the temporary COVID-19 relief
instrument and the supporting funding programme covering all policy fields, will have a significant impact on
the EU’s progress towards gender equality in the coming years.
In December 2020, the European Parliament and the EU Member States in the Council reached a final
agreement on the EU’s Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for the period 2021-2027, which at EUR 1.074
trillion is the largest of its kind to this day. In line with its commitment in the Gender Equality Strategy 20202025, the Commission is working on a methodology to track expenditure related to gender equality at
programme level, thereby promoting gender equality. To support this work, and in line with the Interinstitutional Agreement for the MFF 2021-2027, the Commission committed to explore how to reinforce the
gender dimension in the impact assessments under the better regulation framework. The Commission is also
drafting guidelines on socially responsible public procurement to fight discrimination and promote gender
equality in public tenders.
Under the 2021-2027 MFF, over EUR 1.5 billion will be made available for the new Citizens, Equality, Rights and
Values (CERV) programme. This programme will promote the EU’s core values and rights, to support citizens’
engagement and participation, and to prevent and combat violence against women, domestic violence and
other forms of violence against children and groups in vulnerable situations. The CERV programme will provide
financial support to civil society organisations in order to sustain and further develop open, rights-based,
democratic, equal and inclusive societies based on the rule of law.
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According to the agreement reached by the co-legislators on the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR)235,
which lays down the rules for seven shared management funds for 2021-2027236. Gender equality is a
horizontal principle to be taken into account and promoted throughout the preparation, implementation,
monitoring, reporting and evaluation of the programmes. The legal requirements foresee the respect of the EU
Charter of Fundamental Rights as well as the existence of a national strategic framework for gender equality as
prerequisites for Member States use of the corresponding funds. Ahead of the final adoption of the CPR, the
Commission organised a webinar for Member States on the pre-conditions for funding under all the eight
Funds, related to the application of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and the UN Charter of Rights for
People with Disabilities.237 During the 2020 European Week of Regions and Cities, the Commission prepared
two additional workshops on gender equality and on the integration of people with migrant background to
inspire the use of funds for these purposes.
The European Parliament and the Council reached an agreement to allocate EUR 95.5 billion to the EU’s
flagship research and innovation programme, Horizon Europe. Delivering on its objective to promote and
support the European research community in driving systemic changes for a green, healthy and resilient
Europe, the new programme introduced strengthened gender equality provisions. 238 These include inter alia:
requiring that all applying public bodies, research organisations and higher education establishments have in
place a gender equality plan, increasing the target for gender balance to 50% in all Horizon Europe decisionmaking bodies and evaluating committees; more inclusive family and long-term leave allowances for
researchers and organisations to increase the participation female researchers in EU research and innovation
projects, and making the integration of the gender dimension into research and innovation content a
requirement by default across the programme. In addition, specific funding will be allocated to gender studies
and intersectional research.
The promotion of gender equality is also one of the actions supported by the new Technical Support
Instrument, which replaces the Structural Reform Support Programme, for the period 2021 – 2027.239 Through
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individual legal proposals for each of the funds for the new programming period, currently under
negotiation between the European Parliament and the Council of the EU, include additional gender
equality provisions.
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the Programme, the Commission notably helped Member States to mainstream equality in public
administration and state budgeting.240

In May 2020, the Estonian Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Competence Centre for the use of the
Cohesion Policy Funding analysed a number of education projects co-financed by EU funds. The research
examined to what extent the planning and implementation of projects took into account gender equality
considerations and were able to promote equal opportunities. The researchers developed recommendations
on how to enhance the gender equality principle in educational projects and prepared a communication
project to disseminate best practices.

The Swedish government presented a new plan for gender mainstreaming in government agencies in the 20202025 programming period. The new plan, which currently encompasses 60 government agencies, coordinates
the agencies’ gender mainstreaming efforts to better contribute to national gender equality objectives. Based
on a tailor-made approach, each agency is trusted to integrate a gender equality perspective into their budgets
and activities, in close collaboration with relevant social actors. Simultaneously, the Gender Equality Agency
has strengthened it coordinating efforts to develop a systematic exchange of experiences and mutual learning
on gender mainstreaming and gender budgeting in state agencies

AN INTERSECTIONAL A PPROACH TO GENDER EQ UALITY
The Commission continues to address the different ways gender-based discrimination is intertwined with other
discrimination based on personal characteristics or identities to avoid leaving anyone behind and ensure
progress for all women and girls. In 2020, the Commission adopted several equality strategies, thereby
strengthening the intersectional approach 241 to gender equality. For example, the EU Roma strategic
framework for equality, inclusion and participation for 2020-2030242 includes a proposal for EU Member States
to develop national Roma plans that include targeted measures for Roma women and girls. The Commission
encourages EU Member States to halve gender employment gap by 2030, increase Roma women’s life
expectancy by 5 years, and actively spur participation in society of Roma women and youth. The Commission is
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also co-funding a project to improve access to justice for Roma women by training the judiciary, law
enforcement and human rights advocates to combat discrimination 243.
The Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion2021-27244, provides another example of the intersectional
approach to gender equality, by including gender and anti-discrimination priorities in measures to promote the
inclusion of migrants in the EU. In support for the preparation of the Action Plan, the Commission conducted
consultations, through which the need for a stronger focus to support migrant women was acknowledged. 245
The Commission also organised a strategic dialogue with civil society on migrant women in July 2020 and a
workshop on overcoming barriers to employment and social inclusion of migrant women in November 2020246.
Also, a thematic discussion report was published on gender perspectives in integration policy approaches 247. In
line with the action plan’s objectives, the Commission has co-funded five transnational projects to support the
social and economic integration of migrant women under the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund. 248. The
Canada-EU Migration Platform dedicated a series of webinars, a report and two podcast on the integration of
migrant women in the labour market and their social inclusion and access to healthcare. 249
To empowering groups of women in vulnerable situations, the Cypriot Ministry of Education, Culture, Sport
and Youth mapped the needs and aspirations of women from multiple ethnic backgrounds and provides them
with Greek language lessons and vocational/professional guidance. The initiative also raises awareness on
multicultural issues, encourages respect of the many types of diversities in schools, and promotes computer
literacy among women and in rural areas. It includes specific measures for school girls in vulnerable situations,
such as free of charge access to all-day school, including participating in extracurricular sport and academic
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activities. Free lunch is also provided for vulnerable students.

The German project HEROES brings together boys and young men to discuss topics such as equal rights,
honour, human rights, homophobia, sexism and racism. Participants are trained to raise awareness among
their peers and make a lasting commitment to equal rights. A national coordination centre is being created to
help support and scale up the project. The centre can be used by national-level NGOs – the main partners- for
networking and other activities.

MONITORING THE GENDE R EQUALITY STRATEGY
A tailor-made monitoring framework has been developed for the Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 to
monitor progress towards its objectives. It was created in close collaboration between the European
Commission and the European Institute for Gender Equality and brings together indicators reflecting the main
dimensions and key policy objectives of the Strategy. Data from the monitoring framework has been gathered
and are presented in this annual progress report, and in addition, an online platform250 has been created, to
serve as a gateway to the wealth of indicators that form the framework.
The portal provides stakeholders with an instant overview regarding the progress in the whole of the EU. The
user is able to zoom in on individual EU Member States' performance, identify strengths and opportunities,
track progress and compare performance of each of the 27 Member States at a given moment in time, through
a series of interactive maps and graphs. The transparency and visibility created by the online availability of the
data will allow Member States, civil society organisations, academia, social partners, businesses and other
stakeholders to steer their work on gender equality in line with political priorities. The online monitoring
platform should also facilitate continued policy debate and policy development, and support the
implementation of the Strategy’s objectives. The monitoring framework and portal overall aims are to provide
ready and easy access to a rich evidence base with a view to foster a fact-based debate on gender equality.

PROMOTING GENDER EQUALITY AND
WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT ACROSS
THE WORLD
250
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The year 2020 marked the 25th anniversary of the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action,
the most encompassing global blueprint for gender equality and empowerment of women and girls. At the
2020 UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), the EU welcomed the UN Secretary General’s report251 as
well as national progress reports on implementing the Beijing Declaration, reaffirming its firm commitment to
gender equality252. Despite some progress, no country is on track to achieve gender equality and empower all
women and girls by 2030, meaning that they all fall behind the equality targets set out in the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development. The COVID-19 pandemic has increased inequalities and undermines or even
diminishes hard-won gains. Against
this backdrop, the Commission has strengthened its commitment to building a gender-equal world in the past
year, and increased its efforts to promote gender equality on a global scale and to mitigate the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic, along with EU Member States and international partners.

EU’S GLOBAL RESPONSE TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
When in the first weeks of the COVID-19 crisis, the UN Secretary General called on all governments to put
women and girls at the heart of their pandemic response plans and address the dramatic rise in gender-based
violence 253 , the EU and its Member States expressed their wholehearted support. The EU signed a
statement254, supported by 146 UN Members and Observers, calling for zero tolerance towards gender-based
and domestic violence and recognising the role of women in the fight against COVID-19.
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The Commission has stepped up its action against gender-based violence during the COVID-19 crisis. In
partnership with the UN, the Commission advanced more than EUR 21 million from the EU-UN Spotlight
Initiative towards prevention and victim support measures in 24 countries worldwide to address the increase of
domestic violence as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic. Some of these comprehensive efforts
supported under the Spotlight Initiative have been the use of new technologies and community networks to
deliver prevention messages; improving availability and accessibility to services, as well as rapidly scaling up
remote service delivery; integrating measures to ending violence against women and girls into COVID-19
response plans, and supporting the work of civil society and women’s organisations.
Through the Instrument contributing to Stability and Peace (IcSP), the Commission launched new actions to
support at-risk women and girls in vulnerable positions in conflict and hard-to-reach areas. These measures
provided access to basic health and support services for victims of domestic violence, offered temporary
alternative care for children and strengthened protection and surveillance mechanisms. For example, the EU
increased its funding for basic health services in its ongoing action in Syria. In Tunisia and in Bangladesh,
support services such as contact cells and psychosocial help were set up using EU funds and support for its
implementation from Unicef. The EU also supported Haiti and the Dominican Republic in their efforts to
strengthen COVID-19 protection and surveillance mechanisms in the border region paying special attention to
unaccompanied children. The Commission also increased its cooperation with local women’s rights
organizations to support their efforts to disseminate information on available support services to victims of
gender-based violence to address the rise of violence during the COVID-19 pandemic255.
In April 2020, the EU launched a “Team Europe” package of EUR 20 billion256 to support partner countries
affected by the crisis. Protecting and promoting human rights of all women and girls was at the centre of the
initiative. EU funding has been redirected to mitigate the impact of the pandemic on women and girls and
address its economic and social consequences. The EU also issued guidelines to all EU Delegations around the
world to ensure a gender-responsive approach to the crisis, drawing attention to implications for women’s
access to health services, in particular sexual and reproductive health and rights, the situation of women
healthcare workers and the importance of creating the conditions to enable women to participate in decision
making processes. Since the beginning of the pandemic, the EU has worked to continuously adapt EU funded
humanitarian actions to factor in the COVID-19 pandemic whilst ensuring that the delivery of life-saving
humanitarian assistance continues, including prevention and response to gender-based violence.
The EU has also, as part of the G20, been striving for gender equality in the world of work 257, and urged world
leaders to adopt common action to counter the growing gender inequalities and support women’s
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empowerment following the crisis258. To increase the business community’s commitment to ensure a gendersensitive business response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Commission built strong partnerships with UN
Women and ILO and promote female entrepreneurship and leadership via a higher participation of women in
the labour market around the world. The “WE EMPOWER/G7”259, “WE EMPOWER/Asia”260, and “WIN-WIN in
Latin America and the Caribbean”261 programmes are implemented jointly by the ILO and UN Women and
funded by the EU, have become essential to safeguard women’s empowerment during the COVID-19 crisis,
ensuring that women are not left behind. The Commission has developed concrete tools, gender analysis, data
and expertise on business-to-business matchmaking to support these programmes and encourage women’s
empowerment in these times of crisis.

THE EU’S NEW ROADMAP FOR A GENDER EQUAL WORLD
In November 2020, the Commission and the High Representative for Foreign and Security Policy jointly adopted
the Gender action plan III for 2021-2025 (GAP III)262 which sets out an ambitious agenda for gender equality
and women’s empowerment in all EU external action. The GAP III sets objectives and targets for the promotion
of gender equality throughout all external policies, political dialogue and diplomacy, sectors and aid modalities
at country, regional and multilateral levels, while ensuring internal-external policy coherence. The GAP III
intends to promote equal participation of women and men in the social, economic, and political life, ensuring
that policies and their implementation, projects and programmes aim for gender transformation encompassing
an intersectional and rights-based perspective. It further emphasises the importance of working together with
all partners on gender equality, including EU Member States; multilateral, regional and bilateral partners’ civil
society and particularly women’s organisations as well as communities. GAP III also calls upon the EU to lead by
example, including gender-balanced and gender-responsive leadership. Moreover, GAP III provides a set of
objectives and indicators to monitor progress of its implementation and measuring its results at country,
regional and international levels.
Through GAP III, the EU aims to achieve progress in the following key areas: (i) freedom from all forms of
gender based violence, (ii) promotion of sexual and reproductive health and rights, (iii) strengthening of
economic and social rights and empowerment of women and girls, (iv) advancement of participation and
leadership, (v) the implementation of the EU policy framework on i Women, Peace and Security agenda and (vi)
harnessing the challenges and opportunities of the green transition and digital transformation. In December
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2020, the action plan was endorsed by the 24 EU Member States in the Council263 welcoming an ambitious
agenda for gender equality and women’s empowerment in external action.
THE EU’S EXTERNAL ACTION AGAINST GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
In 2020, the Commission continued to invest in the joint EU-UN “Spotlight initiative” programme, the world’s
largest initiative to eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls by 2030. With the launch of a
regional initiative for Central Asia and Afghanistan in December 2020, the programme currently covers 26
countries and 6 regions. To respond to the challenges posed by COVID-19, the Commission mobilised further
USD 137 million in direct and flexible aid to ensure continuation of ongoing work on prevention of and
protection from gender-based violence as well as the on the ground support for women’s organisation. The
Spotlight initiative also extended its reach to a wider audience by launching the #WithHer campaign in March
2020 to raise awareness on gender-based violence, challenge harmful gender norms and stereotypes and
highlight the work of activists and partners throughout the globe. Since its launch, the campaign's hashtag has
been shared by more than 5,500 social media accounts reaching more than 220 million users on Twitter and
Facebook.
In July 2020, the Commission in coordination with the EEAS was selected as one of the 15 co-leaders of the
Action Coalition on Gender-based Violence in the context of the UN Women’s Generation Equality Forum, a
civil-society centered, global gathering for gender equality convened by UN Women which will take place in
June 2021.264 The Commission is now working to identify the key commitments and priorities for the next 5
years on the Action Coalition’s aim. The Commission also helped draft the co-leaders statement on genderbased violence and the COVID-19 crisis.
The Commission continued its targeted action to end gender-based violence against women and girls in the
candidate countries and potential candidates and in the EU’s Neighbourhood region. The ‘Regional Support to
Reinforce Human rights, Rule of Law and Democracy in the Southern Mediterranean’ (South Programme IV)265,
a joint EU-Council of Europe initiative, was launched in March 2020 and will run until 2022. Following the
success of previous programmes, South Programme IV provides advocacy support and technical assistance to
inspire the required legal reform for beneficiary countries 266 to sign and ratify the Istanbul Convention. This
project complements the ongoing Campaign to Combat Violence against Women, which the Commission is
taking in the region. The EU-UN Women programme ‘Ending violence against women in the Western Balkans
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and Turkey’267 continues to work on creating a favourable social, political and legal environment in line with
international standards on eliminating violence against women and all forms of discrimination.
EU‘S GLOBAL PARTNERSHIPS AND ACTION ON GENDER EQUALITY AND WOMEN’S
EMPOWERMENT
At the Leader Summit in November 2020 in Riyadh, the EU and other G20 leaders agreed to increase efforts on
women’s empowerment to help reduce the gender employment gap by 25% by 2025. The Summit G20
adopted policy guidelines on digital financial inclusion for youth, women and SMEs 268 and policy options to
enhance opportunities for all269. The EU renewed its G20 commitment to women’s empowerment, notably by
promoting women in leadership through the Private Sector Alliance for the Empowerment and Progression of
Women’s Economic Representation (G20 EMPOWER Alliance).
Key partnerships of the EU with the UN on Women’s economic empowerment strengthened multilateralism
and contributed to important policy development and business model changes in Asia, in the Americas and in
the G7 and G20 fora. The Partnership Instrument ‘WeEmpower’ programme (EUR 22.5 million) contributed to
increase the public and private sectors’ commitment to gender equality and to women’s empowerment in the
world of work at all levels. In particular, the programme enabled the EU to engage with Asian and Latin
American networks of women entrepreneurs, public institutions, and the private sector to ensure the full
implementation of the Women’s Empowerment Principles 270.
As part of the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), the Commission supported participating Member States in
mainstreaming gender into employment and labour policy. In November 2020, the ‘Women4Mediterranean’
conference served as a milestone to appraise and take stock of what has been achieved over the past 25 years,
as it coincided with the 25th Anniversary of the Barcelona Process 271. The Conference launched the first regionwide monitoring mechanism built on a set of 20 indicators272 to measure progress made in gender equality, as
a follow-up on the 2017 Ministerial Declaration on Strengthening the Role of Women in Society. This
mechanism will help with data gathering, address existing gender gaps and support policy- and decision-making
in the Euro-Mediterranean region.
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In the past year, the EU’s external investment programme (EIP)273 has been instrumental in mobilising
investment in Africa and the European neighbourhood to help create jobs, paying particular attention to
gender equality and women’s empowerment. Through the EIP’s Women’s Financial Inclusion Facility, the EU
invested an initial EUR 10 million to leverage an additional EUR 65 million in investment to supporting women’s
financial inclusion and women entrepreneurs across the world. The Financial Inclusion programme (InclusiFi) 274
that increases the financing available for local entrepreneurs in Sub-Saharan and Northern Africa, also targets
women. With an initial EU investment of EUR 60 million, the InclusiFi programme facilitates access to loans for
up to 10 000 local entrepreneurs, especially women, young people and migrants, and is expected to create up
to 26 000 jobs. The Small Loan Guarantee programme275 invested a further EUR 58 million to provide loans for
up to 50 000 micro businesses and enterprises led by women.
The Commission continued its work with the EEAS for the implementation of the 2019-2024 EU strategic
approach and action plan on Women, Peace and Security (WPS), recently incorporated into the Gender Action
Plan III for 2021-2025. Through its Action Plan, the EU aims at increasing women’s inclusion and integration in
security and military sectors and in peace and transition processes, where women are currently significantly
underrepresented276. The Commission’s Women as Actors in Peace Processes initiative was launched to
increase the participation and leadership of women in peace and transition processes. This initiative provides
mentorship, capacity building and resources for women leaders and mediators in the Middle East and North
Africa, where it can build on previous EU action. Moreover, the Commission teamed up with UN Women to
prevent global violent extremism, and specifically in Jordan and Pakistan, focusing on the gender aspects of this
threat. The EU funding helps strengthen the capacity and resilience to address this form of violence and
integrate a gender perspective in its response. During 2020 the EU continued to work within its formalised
partnerships on WPS with the UN, NATO and G7. In this framework, for example, the joint trilateral UN- African
Union-EU peace process analysis with an integrated gender perspective for the Central African Republic was
finalised. The EU has also committed to building capacity and capability, including on gender-responsive
leadership, through training, information and peer-to-peer support to these processes in the EEAS
headquarters, EU Delegations and Common Security and Defence Policy missions and operations.
The EU-funded project EU for Gender Equality (EU4GE) 277 implemented by UN Women and UNFPA aims to
strengthen equal rights and opportunities for women and men, through shifting social perceptions, gender
stereotypes and men’s participation in caretaking. EU4GE combines bilateral and regional activities to shift
societal perceptions around gender stereotypes and patriarchal norms limiting women’s rights across Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine.
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GENDER MAINSTREAMING IN EU’S EXTERNAL ACTION
As reaffirmed in the Gender action plan for 2021-2025, gender mainstreaming is an integral part of EU action
beyond its borders, and is included its efforts to safeguard human rights, to ensure peace, and to build strong
regional and trade partnerships.
In March 2020, the Commission presented the EU action plan for 2020-2024 on human rights and
democracy278, which was approved by the Council in November 2020. The action plan stresses that a gender
responsive approach must remain at the heart of the EU’s response, amidst a growing opposition to women’s
rights and gender equality. Among the outlined measures, the EU commits to act on women’s empowerment,
preventing and combatting sexual and gender based violence, addressing multiple and intersecting forms of
discrimination, promoting rights-based and gender responsive justice, and improving access to justice and legal
assistance. This is achieved through systematic and coordinated use of the full range of instruments at the EU’s
disposal, including political and human rights dialogues with third countries and regional organisations; human
rights and democracy country strategies and actions in multilateral and regional human rights fora.

The EU further integrated gender mainstreaming into its interregional strategic partnerships to strengthening
democracy, human rights and progress on the sustainable development goals with Africa and Central Asia. As
part of the EU’s new comprehensive strategy with Africa, adopted in March 2020279, the EU and Africa
committed to work together to promote gender equality within good governance, democracy, human rights,
and rule of law through a rights-based approach in all areas of the strategy. At the November EU Central Asia
Ministerial Meeting the EU and its partners agreed to step up action on gender equality through quality
education, decent work and opportunities for women in leadership and decision-making.
The gender dimension is also a key consideration in the EU’s support for refugees, asylum seekers and
internally displaced people, with funding being directed to the most vulnerable, including women and children.
For example, one of the two regional programmes of the EU Regional Trust Fund, provides EUR 25 million in
funding in response to the Syrian crisis it address specific needs of women affected by the Syria crisis in Iraq,
Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey. Implemented by the EuroMed Feminist Initiative and UN Women, the
programmes are improving the livelihood, agency, legal, and social protection of Syrian women refugees,
internally displaced people, and women in the host communities. Moreover, the Commission’s reservation of
to €8 million in emergency support for migrants and refugees stranded in the Western Balkans is contingent on
specific attention being paid to non-accompanied children and to girls and women who are at risk or victims of
sexual and gender-based violence.
The Commission continues to work on providing sex-disaggregated data to ensure that trade-related aspects of
gender equality are adequately addressed in trade initiatives. In January 2020, the Commission and the United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development initiated a project to improve statistics for gender-responsive
trade policies. After developing a large inventory of EU trade and gender statistics, the Commission is now
focusing on specific areas to develop further relevant gender indicators. It is conducting a study and survey on
women’s participation in trade and the services sector, together with the International Trade Centre, and will
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present the findings in March 2021. Over 900 companies in 12 Member States have been interviewed, and
results are currently being analysed.
As access to gender statistics and data disaggregated by sex in trade increases, the Commission will be able to
strengthen the gender dimension in trade agreements. This dimension is already systematically included when
the EU assesses the effectiveness of its trade agreements using tools and guidance provided as part of the
Sustainability Impact Assessment to integrate such gender considerations. In June 2020, the Commission
presented its position on the EU-Indonesia free trade agreement negotiations, considering the potential
positive impact on women’s rights and access to the labour market280. The Commission is currently performing
similar assessments for the modernised EU-Chile Association Agreement with its comprehensive free trade
agreement, as well as for those that are currently being negotiated with Australia and New Zealand.
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CONCLUSION
While gender equality and women’s empowerment have never been so high up on the EU’s political agenda,
the past year has been particularly challenging for gender equality. Next to growing opposition, the COVID-19
pandemic has disproportionately affected women’s lives. More robust EU-wide data are gradually becoming
available, but there is already ample evidence that the hard-won achievements of past years have been ‘rolled
back’ by the pandemic. Many stakeholders are concerned that it will take years, or even decades, to overcome
the setbacks to gender equality caused by the pandemic. Gender equality has also increasingly come under
attack in certain Member States and abroad, with a tendency in some countries to restrict and backslide on
women’s rights.
This shows that progress on women’s rights is hard won but easily lost. Even beyond the consequences of the
COVID-19 crisis, much remains to be done to progress and accelerate efforts to achieve gender equality. As this
report shows, most indicators on gender equality have levelled out for several years and where progress is
made, it has been quite slow. Gender gaps in employment, in unpaid care work and in remuneration
stubbornly persist. In addition, progress on gender equality in decision-making has stalled. Regrettably, there is
still a long way to go to end gender-based violence.
The COVID-19 crisis presents an opportunity to change the status quo. It is now more important than ever to
intensify our efforts to overcome the dramatic impact of the crisis on gender equality. The Commission is
committed to keeping gender equality high up on its political agenda and to deliver on the actions set out in
the 2020-2025 Gender Equality Strategy. The Action Plan to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights is a
further milestone to advance gender equality. The Commission will continue close cooperation with the
European Institute of Gender Equality whose research and activities are the basis for and complement the
Commission’s policy work. The Commission will ensure that a gender equality is mainstreamed into all EU
policies, with the notable support of the Task Force on Equality and its secretariat. In particular, the
Commission will carefully assess whether Member States implement the requirement that the measures in
national plans under the Recovery and Resilience Fund take the gender dimension of the COVID-19 crisis into
account and contribute to gender equality. Gender equality is a necessity for development in the EU and
beyond, for an inclusive post-pandemic recovery, and for prosperous, resilient and fair societies. As President
von der Leyen put it in her political guidelines: “In business, politics and society as a whole, we can only reach
our full potential if we use all of our talent and diversity. Using only half of the population, half of the ideas or
half of the energy is not good enough.”
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