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Initial Opinion on key elements in future EU strategies on gender equality 
 

 
Introduction 
 
1. The European Commission is preparing a Communication on European gender equality. 

This will be a very important document providing a political framework for future European 
gender equality policies. The Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities for Women and 
Men has a great interest in this Communication and its contribution can enhance the 
Commission’s document.  The Committee is giving its initial opinion against the background 
of the Lisbon agenda and of the results of the 2004 consultation on the Green Paper on 
equality and non-discrimination in an enlarged European Union. This consultation included 
questions seeking views on whether efforts to tackle sex discrimination should be linked 
more closely to efforts to tackle discrimination on other grounds and whether it remains 
necessary to tackle specifically sex discrimination and the promotion of gender 
mainstreaming.  Another part of the background to this initial opinion is the draft EU 
constitution, which treats equality as one of the Union's objectives and as one of its values 
and incorporates a charter of fundamental rights within its text. 

 
2. The result of the consultation on the Green paper showed that 84.8% of respondents 

supported maintaining specific action on tackling sex discrimination and promoting gender 
mainstreaming and 81.6% supported closer links between efforts to tackle sex discrimination 
and discrimination on grounds of race, religion or belief, age, disability and sexual 
orientation.  The consultation shows clearly that greater integration and gender-specific 
action is not an either/or choice: both approaches should be pursued.  The key question 
then is how to do this.    

 
3. Advisory Committee members agree that there is a continuing need to take specific actions 

to tackle discrimination on the basis of sex and to promote gender mainstreaming.  Members 
have a range of views on the extent to which the fight against sex discrimination should be 
integrated with efforts to combat other forms of inequality, so this opinion does not take a  
fixed view on the question.  Instead it discusses strategies that are needed for effective co-
ordination and design of EU policies and strategies to promote gender equality and anti-
discrimination.  We hope that these considerations will assist the Commission's work on 
future strategies to promote gender equality.  

 
4. The opinion should not be taken to reflect the views of member state governments. 
 
5. Our opinion follows the following outline: 

 differences and similarities between gender and other equality issues; 
 why keeping gender-specific actions and strategies is necessary; 
 the advantages and disadvantages of integration for gender issues; and 
 key elements of future  EU policies and strategies to promote gender equality. 

 
Differences and similarities between gender and other equality issues 
 
6. Gender is a fundamental organising principle of society and individuals experience gendered 

power relations on an everyday basis from the very start of their lives.  Supporting this 
structured inequality are the still widespread and related prejudices, stereotypes and cultural 



 

patriarchal attitudes that undermine women as independent autonomous actors in all 
spheres of life.  Of particular significance is the fact that gender inequality is embedded in 
the structure of the relationship between production in society i.e. economic activity and of 
reproduction i.e. having and caring for children. What derives from this is a direct connection 
between women's persistent exclusion from public life and from economic equality, and the 
persistent and structured gender differences in parenting roles between women and men, 
gender differences in overall family and care responsibilities, and gender differences in 
overall servicing of the family unit. This is not to say that men never experience sex 
discrimination.  The Committee recognises that on occasion they do.  Men are sometimes 
excluded from access to family friendly working arrangements, for example.  However, 
overwhelmingly gender inequality is a problem faced by women. 

 
7. Gender equality has some very important differences from other aspects of equality.  Firstly, 

gender equality is not about a minority group facing inequality, gender inequality 
predominantly affects the majority of the population. The fact that gender equality affects 
larger numbers of people does not create a hierarchy of discriminations. However, the fact 
that gender inequality affects the majority of people has some important practical and policy 
implications at European level.  In some member states, the number of gender-related 
complaints is higher than for other equality grounds, which means more provision is needed 
to address them.  Although women are affected in similar ways, the ways and extent to 
which different women are affected varies within and between member states.  Policies for 
combating gender inequality must take account of the complexity these variations entail. 

 
8. This distinction between equality issues primarily concerning minorities and equality issues 

primarily concerning the majority is also critical if levels of progress towards equality goals 
are properly to be understood.  For example, while the principle of appropriate 
representation in decision-making applies to all equality grounds it requires a different 
outcome – balanced representation - for gender than for other equality grounds, where the 
desired outcome is proportionate representation.  Failure to grasp this can lead to an over-
estimation of the progress achieved against sex discrimination in comparison with other 
equality issues, which can lead to complacency about the efforts still needed to counter sex 
inequality.   

 
9. The second difference is that the impact of gender inequality is felt as much in the private as 

the public sphere.  Domestic violence and the unequal sharing of caring and domestic work 
go on within households and families, in the context of some of people's most intimate 
relationships.  The private context of this type of gender inequality means that its extent and 
severity often remain hidden and the individual women facing it can consequently feel 
extremely isolated.  It also means that gender inequality and gender stereotypes are 
sometimes wrongly regarded as a natural state of affairs rather than as a problem that public 
policy must address. 

 
10. The Advisory Committee recognizes that other equality issues have distinctive aspects too: 

disability equality, to take just one example, involves a much greater degree of change to the 
built environment and to the physical configuration of services than other equality grounds.       

 
11. There are of course similarities between gender and other equality issues too.  For example, 

some of the biggest problems concerning sex equality – such as harassment, stereotyping 
and violence – are serious problems in other equality areas too.  Unequal access to power, 
resources and personal agency, which are key elements in gender inequality, are likewise 
found in most if not all other equality grounds.   

 



 

12. In practice many women face inequality or discrimination on more than one ground.  Older 
women may find it particularly difficult to secure work and get promotion, for example, 
disabled women face particular problems in asserting their reproductive rights and ethnic 
minority women are likely to be even more disadvantaged than either white women or ethnic 
minority men   

 
Why keeping gender-specific strategies and policy actions is necessary 
 
13. The experience of women over decades of involvement with many different kinds of social 

and political movements is that, unless the commitment to achieving equality between 
women and men is explicit and with a specific allocation of resources and means, then the 
focus of achieving equality between women and men moves very quickly to the periphery. 
Gender equality will only be achieved if there is explicit political will and institutional 
commitment at the highest level to a gender mainstreaming strategy, including systematic 
efforts to implement it.  

 
14. The main advantages of gender-specific actions and strategies are: 
 

14.1. There is no danger of gender becoming invisible.  By definition gender-specific 
actions and strategies will ensure that the gender agenda is articulated and pursued. 

 
14.2. The unique aspects of gender can be easily identified and used to inform 

strategies.  Gender-specific actions and strategies avoids the risk that integrated 
strategies can have of ending up with a lowest common denominator approach that 
relates to all equality grounds but does not fully address any of them.   

 
14.3. It is easier to monitor progress.  Gender-specific actions and strategies lend 

themselves more readily to gender-based data collection and thus to effective 
monitoring of progress towards goals.  This is particularly important in the light of the 
policies of some member states not to collect race-based data, which inhibits monitoring 
of integrated strategies. 

 
14.4. Women are less likely to be marginalised in the creation of strategies.  Gender 

specific actions and strategies are more likely than integrated approaches to be led by 
women or to involve women explicitly in their formulation.  Given women's longstanding 
exclusion from decision-making, this is important.  However, it is not inevitable that 
wholly integrated strategies will be led by men: the experience of combined equality 
bodies in some member states and elsewhere suggests that women are sometimes very 
well represented in them. 

 
15. Possible backlashes when action on gender is separate are: 
 

15.1. If all the other equality groups are integrated, gender could be marginalised.  This 
could arguably be illustrated by the Green Paper itself, which has a title concerned with 
equality and non-discrimination in Europe, which sounds as if it is going to include 
gender, but which in practice contains very little discussion of gender even though some 
of the consultation questions are of great significance for gender.  Coordination within 
the European Commission between different units working on gender equality and anti-
discrimination and other units working on equality grounds is therefore of the greatest 
importance.        

 
15.2. Keeping gender separate makes it harder to have strategies that combat multiple 

discrimination.  Gender specific strategies alongside strategies tackling other aspects of 



 

inequality can address multiple discrimination if the strategy development processes are 
effectively co-ordinated.  However, experience suggests that this level of co-ordination 
can be hard to achieve in practice.       

 
15.3. Gender could lose out in competition for funds.  There is likely to be increasing 

competition for the available national and European funds for equality work.  If gender is 
the one kept separate when others are integrated, it could lose out.  This has already 
happened with the 'Stop Discrimination' campaign, which sent out mixed messages to 
the Community. 

 
15.4. These problems are particularly likely to occur if the gender equality action is weak 

and/or insufficiently resourced or if there is a lack of coordination between the strategies 
for gender equality and for equality on other grounds. 

 
The impact on gender of integrated approaches  
 
16. In the experience of a number of members of the Committee there are advantages for 

gender of integrated actions and strategies: 
 

16.1. Integrated approaches can be holistic and thus may be a stronger basis for 
tackling multiple discrimination.  All discriminatory practices tend to affect women and 
men differently and gender does add to the burden of discrimination already 
experienced by a person of a racial or ethnic minority, a disabled person etc.  If a 
disabled woman faces discrimination compared to an able bodied woman, it is clear that 
this is disability discrimination. However, if she loses out in competition with an able 
bodied man, it would not be clear whether disability or sex was at stake.  It would most 
likely be a case of multiple discrimination and should be dealt with as such. The same 
situation could apply for the other grounds of discrimination listed by Article 13.  An 
integrated approach can also take account of the way in which other forms of 
discrimination can be aggravated by the sex of a person.  For example a black woman 
may be more liable to be sexually harassed or abused at the workplace, or in public 
space, than a black man. In particular, if her origin is in a country that is commonly 
known to be a target for sex tourism and producing “mail order brides”, she is likely to 
experience harassment on the grounds both of sex and race/ethnicity.   A male 
immigrant may be seen to compete with white men for “scarce resources” such as 
women, jobs and housing, or seen as potentially violent and dangerous, and harassed 
or discriminated against on these grounds. The main point here is that gender influences 
the expression of other forms of inequality and vice versa.  Strategies need to take this 
into account.   

 
16.2. An integrated approach may be more effective at tackling issues that affect all  

groups facing inequality, such as harassment and stereotyping.  Although there are 
important differences between equality issues, it would be a mistake to underestimate 
the similarities in the ways in which inequality and discrimination can be tackled.  An 
integrated approach to tackling harassment, for example, is more likely to be effective in 
changing social partners' practices than a series of strategies for tackling different 
aspects of harassment with slightly different recommendations. 

 
16.3. An integrated approach can include work to address gender inequality specifically, 

in the experience of equality bodies working with a broad equality mandate.  This work 
can benefit from and be strengthened by mutual learning between different equality 
strands. 

 



 

16.4. An integrated approach can produce a bigger impact for given resources.   This 
can result from equality interests having greater influence when they all speak together, 
drawing on the capacity of different groups and communities.  It can also result from 
pooling different experiences, resources and expertise together rather than spreading 
limited resources across different organisations and strategies.  The experience of some 
combined equality commissions also suggests that integrated strategies can help 
maintain a focus on equality issues that have less popular appeal by working on them at 
the same time as issues with more obvious popular or political appeal.  

 
17. Integrated approaches also have risks and specific actions are needed to guard against 

these.  In the experience of a number of the Committee's members the main risks are: 
 

17.1. There is a danger that gender could end up having a lower profile than other 
equality issues.  This is particularly important in light of the relative invisibility of some 
key parts of sex inequality (as discussed in paragraphs 10 and 11) and the risk 
discussed in paragraph nine of progress towards sex equality being comparatively over-
estimated if key actors fail to take account of the difference implications of gender 
inequality compared with the other ground of inequality.   

 
17.2. Issues unique to gender could get lost.  There is a real risk in an integrated 

approach that the tendency will be to focus on the issues that affect all equality grounds 
and for issues that are specific to one ground to be left off the agenda.  This could result 
in issues such as pregnancy discrimination or sexual violence being marginalised.  
Given the widespread and damaging effect that these problems have on women's lives, 
this is a risk that needs very serious attention.  There is also a risk that the reconciliation 
of work and family life could be sidetracked.  Gender interests have been the prime 
movers in policy and legislative change in this area, which may be neglected if gender is 
not specifically addressed alongside integrated strategies. 

 
 

 
Key elements of future EU strategies and policies on gender equality 
 
18. It is clear that the choice is not whether to maintain gender-specific actions or to link efforts 

to tackle gender inequality more closely to efforts to tackle inequality on the grounds or race, 
religion or belief, disability, age and sexual orientation.  The way forward lies in taking both 
approaches.  The Green Paper consultation results show overwhelming support for this 
position but other factors drive towards it too.  The principle of gender mainstreaming of all 
EU activities is prescribed in Articles 2-3 of the Amsterdam Treaty, for example, so moving 
away from continuing to promote gender mainstreaming is not possible.  The Commission's 
commitment to maintaining and developing the capacity for gender-specific work can also be 
seen in the decision to set up a European Gender Institute alongside the Fundamental 
Rights Agency.  It will be essential that these institutions and others work and liaise closely 
together on a European and national level.   

 
19. The Advisory Committee has already started to address the practical implications of taking 

both approaches in its own work.  For example, in our recent Opinion on Gender Budgeting 
we recommended that gender budgeting both should be strengthened and that it should look 
at gender in conjunction with other axes of discrimination.  We now have the following 
recommendations for the future development of EU strategies and policies on gender 
equality.  Most of these recommendations are to the Commission but some are also relevant 
for Member States. 

  



 

20. It is absolutely essential that the focus of policy and actions at both community and 
member state level must be on achieving the goal of equality not just on anti-
discrimination measures.  Achieving substantive equality is about much more than the 
absence of direct discrimination and inequality has many causes, only one of which is 
discrimination. To achieve substantive gender equality the structural and systemic obstacles 
to it must be identified and tackled.  EU policy on gender has long recognised that achieving 
sex equality is about more than eliminating direct sex discrimination; the focus on reconciling 
work and family life and on gender mainstreaming are examples of this.  However, the EU's 
approaches to the other Article 13 grounds are currently more limited, focussing rather 
narrowly on anti-discrimination measures rather on the broader goal of substantive equality.  
We strongly recommend that a wide-ranging equality approach should be taken, 
encompassing but not limited to anti-discrimination measures.   

 
21. Although we recognise that EU policy on gender goes beyond a narrow anti-discrimination 

approach, the Committee would like to see this go further still.  We want to see improved 
legislative and institutional capacity for gender equality, particularly legislation that 
builds on the recent Gender Directive by addressing gender inequality and stereotyping in 
other fields and giving public bodies positive duties to take action to eliminate sex 
discrimination and promote gender equality.   

 
22. It is essential that a strong emphasis is kept on the twin-track strategy of combining 

specific measures of gender positive action and of mainstreaming gender into all 
areas of EU activity and funding.  Some recent developments, such as the end to the 
tradition of separate gender equality action programmes, are of concern. It remains to be 
seen how the gender equality strand in PROGRESS and possibly gender mainstreaming of 
the other streams succeeds in carrying further the principle of the twin tracks.  Suggestions 
to raise the gender budget within PROGRESS should be seriously considered. The gender 
focus within European funding programmes such as the new Structural Funds 2007-2013, 
the European Social Fund and the new FP7 research and innovation programme should be 
safeguarded.   

 
23. Within the context of this twin-track strategy, greater efforts and more sustained actions 

are needed overall to ensure that the commitment to mainstreaming gender equality 
is delivered in practice.  The recent migration Green Paper, for example, contained no 
substantive gender analysis even though there are very significant gender differences in 
patterns and experiences of migration.  Such analysis is vital if policy is to go beyond 
general references to anti discrimination and equality policies and practices and allow for an 
understanding of the differences and inequalities in the experience that women and men 
have.  

 
24. As part of the overall commitment of gender mainstreaming, gender equality should be 

mainstreamed into any EU strategies or specific actions on the other Article 13 
equality issues.  It is essential that actions in relation to age, disability, religion or belief, 
race and sexual orientation take full account of the gender differences in the ways in which 
these forms of inequality are manifested.  If this does not happen, the actions will fail to 
address the needs and concerns of the majority of people within these groups.  At the same 
time, a comprehensive information strategy regarding multiple discrimination and the 
particular situation of gender equality must be implemented to prevent both equality agendas 
remaining stagnant due to the misunderstanding that an undifferentiated “equality for all” 
approach adequately covers the total equality agenda. 

 
25. Just as gender equality should be mainstreamed into strategies and actions on the other 

Article 13 grounds, we recommend that equality of the other Article 13 grounds should 



 

be mainstreamed into gender-specific strategies and actions.  Again, a comprehensive 
information strategy regarding multiple discrimination and inequality is essential. 

 
26. As noted in paragraph 19, the Advisory Committee has previously recommended that in 

budgeting, gender should be looked at in conjunction with other axes of discrimination.  In 
order to develop learning on the operation of an integrated approach to equality in practice, 
we recommend that the Commission consider carrying out a small scale pilot exercise in one 
policy area to develop and test an approach to equality mainstreaming covering gender and 
the other five Article 13 equality grounds. 

 
27. Where different equality issues are integrated, safeguards need to be built in to 

ensure that the profile of gender equality is not lost.  These safeguards must specifically 
and explicitly identify how gender analysis will form part of the strategy and how gender is to 
be addressed and given proper priority within the strategy.  The effectiveness of these 
safeguards should be monitored.     

 
28. Similarly, where there are gender-specific strategies and actions but action on other 

grounds is integrated, safeguards and monitoring are needed to ensure that this does 
not result in gender being downgraded or marginalised.  Institutional capacity is vital 
here, in particular at national level.  For both gender mainstreaming and gender-specific 
actions, concentrations of expertise are a key element, either as a think tank or monitoring 
system in the case of gender mainstreaming or as a professional implementation 
mechanism in the case of specific actions.  It is vital to clarify the mandate of the institutional 
capacity leading on gender equality.  In cases where this is part of an integrated equalities 
unit that also deals with other inequalities, there is a need to maintain some organisational 
visibility for gender equality within those units and to monitor the distribution of resources 
and policy attention for gender equality in the output of the unit.  A second challenge 
concerns the institutional means by which the equality unit is connected to line ministries.  
While focal points in line ministries are necessary for successful gender mainstreaming, 
there are problems with resources at this level, gender expertise is often lacking and 
accountability is not ensured. The challenge is to create effective and sustainable 
institutional machinery. 

 
29. In order to co-ordinate and design EU policies and strategies to promote gender equality and 

anti-discrimination, more and differentiated knowledge is needed on the actual 
configurations of gender gaps and other inequalities and discrimination in different 
parts of the enlarged EU.  For example, better information is needed about the implications 
of the situation in former eastern Europe with characteristics such as a high level of 
education among women, a tradition of high level of employment of women and equal 
opportunities but little attention being paid to women’s double workload in the absence of 
any policy to induce men to share family responsibilities.  This is a very different picture from 
that in southern European countries, where the female employment rate is amongst the 
lowest in Europe, or Scandinavian countries, where family friendly measures are an integral 
part of working life.  Understanding these national and regional differences is vital to 
effective policy and implementation. 

 


