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 RESOLUTION  

 

on 

 

 gender equality in the labour market in the context of the economic crisis 

 

 

 

 

The Consultative Committee of the European Economic Area (EEA CC): 

 

 

A. While, recognising that equality between women and men is a fundamental 

value of the EEA States, which is enshrined both in the Treaties of the 

European Union and in the Agreement on the European Economic Area 

(EEA Agreement), 

 

B. Noting the different EU initiatives to promote gender equality, including the 

European Pact on Gender Equality for the period 2011-2020
1
, the European 

Commission’s strategy for equality between women and men 2010-2015
2
, 

and a substantive body of legislation promoting the principle of equal 

treatment of women and men in employment and access to goods and 

services
3
, which has also been incorporated into the EEA Agreement, 

 

C. Having regard to the Annual Report of the European Commission on 

progress on equality between women and men in 2013
4
, 

 

D. Having regard to the opinions of the European Economic and Social 

Committee (EESC), in particular on female employment in relation to 

growth
5
, on gender balance on company boards

6
 and on the pay gap between 

women and men
7
, 

 

E. Having regard to the different initiatives of the European social partners to 

promote gender equality, including their Work Programme for 2012-2014
8
, 

the European Trade Union Confederation’s (ETUC’s) Action Programme on 

Gender Equality
9
 and BUSINESSEUROPE’s position on the promotion of 

diversity in employment and workplaces
10

: 

                                                 
1
 http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/119628.pdf 

2
 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0491:FIN:en:PDF 

3
 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/law/index_en.htm 

4
 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf 

5
 Ref: CESE 3611/2013 - SOC/486 http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.28104  

6
 Ref: CESE 2444/2012 - SOC/475 http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.25244 

7
 Ref: CESE 768/2008 - SOC/284 http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.14200  

8
 http://www.ueapme.com/IMG/pdf/EUSD_work_prog_2012-2014.pdf  

9
 http://www.etuc.org/documents/etuc-action-programme-gender-equality#.U0ZS4FRBtaQ 

10
 

http://www.businesseurope.eu/DocShareNoFrame/docs/4/DEGDKHLCNMMNJFCBCEMKBNMDPDW

69DWYC69LTE4Q/UNICE/docs/DLS/2013-01183-E.pdf 

  

 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/119628.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0491:FIN:en:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/law/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.28104
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.25244
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.14200
http://www.ueapme.com/IMG/pdf/EUSD_work_prog_2012-2014.pdf
http://www.etuc.org/documents/etuc-action-programme-gender-equality#.U0ZS4FRBtaQ
http://www.businesseurope.eu/DocShareNoFrame/docs/4/DEGDKHLCNMMNJFCBCEMKBNMDPDW69DWYC69LTE4Q/UNICE/docs/DLS/2013-01183-E.pdf
http://www.businesseurope.eu/DocShareNoFrame/docs/4/DEGDKHLCNMMNJFCBCEMKBNMDPDW69DWYC69LTE4Q/UNICE/docs/DLS/2013-01183-E.pdf
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1. Stresses that the current economic and social crisis has raised concerns that 

the achievements in gender equality are at risk, and it is therefore crucial to 

take the necessary actions and measures to avoid short and long-term 

negative consequences for gender equality in Europe, as its progress 

should not only be an issue for the good times. 

 

2. Calls on the relevant authorities and institutions to pay attention to the 

gender dimension of the current crisis and to analyse how policy responses 

affect gender equality; paying special attention to initiatives aimed at 

reducing the high unemployment among young women and men in 

particular, which is on average more than twice as high as for adults
11

 

(23.4% compared to 10.8% in January 2014
12

).  
 

3. Emphasises that working towards gender equality at all levels of society is 

a shared responsibility between European, national, regional and local 

authorities and institutions, the private sector, social partners, and women’s 

and other civil society organisations. 

 

4. Underlines that while equality between men and women is a goal in itself, 

gender equality is also an important factor and driver for economic growth, 

prosperity and competitiveness, and therefore a vital element for reaching 

the objectives of the Europe 2020 Strategy for jobs and smart, sustainable 

and inclusive growth.   

 

5. Underlines the growth potential of increased participation of women in the 

labour force which, according to estimates of the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), would lead to an 

increase of 12.4% in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita by 2030 in 

EU28
13

 if female employment rates caught up with male employment 

rates.  
 

6. Emphasises that further progress is needed to close gender gaps in 

education, employment and social protection, which are also important 

areas of relevance to the Europe 2020 Strategy, in a demographic context 

of ageing populations and decreasing fertility rates.  
 

7. Stresses the importance of various effective measures to support the work-

life balance for both women and men for enhancing gender equality and 

increasing women’s participation in the labour market, knowing that the 

impact of parenthood on labour market participation is very different for 

women and men: Only 66% of women with children under the age of 12 

are in paid work, as opposed to 90% of men
14

. 

 

                                                 
11

 Youth aged 15-24, adults 25-64 
12

 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-28022014-AP/EN/3-28022014-AP-EN.PDF 
13

 http://www.oecd.org/gender/closingthegap.htm 
14

 http://www.etuc.org/documents/etuc-action-programme-gender-equality#.U0ZTfVRBtaQ 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-28022014-AP/EN/3-28022014-AP-EN.PDF
http://www.oecd.org/gender/closingthegap.htm
http://www.etuc.org/documents/etuc-action-programme-gender-equality#.U0ZTfVRBtaQ
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8. Calls on the EEA States to improve the supply of affordable quality care 

services to the family (for children, elderly, etc), and to promote a working 

life with family-friendly working arrangements and various forms of paid 

leave for both mothers and fathers.  
 

9. Calls on the relevant authorities and institutions in the EEA States to 

eliminate gender stereotypes and promote gender equality at all levels of 

education and training, as well as in working life, in order to reduce gender 

segregation in the labour market.   
 

10. Calls on the relevant authorities and institutions to adopt policies and 

incentives to encourage boys and girls, men and women, to make 

untraditional education and career choices. 
 

11. Calls on the relevant authorities and social partners to adopt and 

implement efficient measures to reduce the gender pay gap, which is 

currently 16% at EU level. The impact of women earning less results in 

lower pensions and a risk of poverty in old age, and the gender pension 

gap is on average 39%
15

. 
 

12. Calls on the relevant authorities and enterprises to promote the equal 

participation of women and men in decision making at all levels in order to 

make full use of all talents. 
 

13. Urges the EEA States to implement efficient measures to ensure a 

balanced representation of men and women on boards of companies listed 

on the stock exchange. 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
  

                                                 
15

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130530_pensions_en.pdf 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130530_pensions_en.pdf
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REPORT 

 

on  

 

gender equality in the labour market in the context of the economic crisis 
 

 

 

I INTRODUCTION 
 

1. Europe is experiencing an economic and social crisis having a severe impact on 

the employment situation of men and women in Europe. In 2013, unemployment 

reached historically high levels for both men and women in the European Union: 11.2 

million women were unemployed compared to 13.3 million men, and the Southern 

European countries were particularly affected. 

 

2. The current crisis and austerity measures have also raised concerns that the 

achievements made in gender equality are at risk. It is important to look at the gender 

dimension of the crisis and its short and long-term consequences for gender equality in 

Europe, as its progress should not only be an issue for the good times. The worsening of 

working conditions has spared neither men nor women, but has affected them 

differently
16

. 

 

3. Although the current downturn has changed the economic and social context, it 

is crucial to continue to strengthen gender equality policies. Decades of shared efforts 

have not only improved the situation and rights of women but also underpinned the 

economic growth and social development of our societies. Despite steady progress, 

inequalities between men and women continue to persist in employment, wages, 

positions of responsibility, the sharing of care responsibilities and poverty. There are 

also considerable disparities between countries within the European Economic Area as 

regards the situation of gender equality. 

 

4. In addition to the economic and social crisis, Europe has an overall demographic 

challenge of a shrinking and ageing population, resulting in a decrease in the number of 

qualified people available on the job market. In a globalised economy, Europe needs to 

be competitive, and should make full use of its well-skilled labour force. Women are 

more likely to have completed higher education, and they are less likely to have 

dropped out of school. In 2012, 40% of all women and 31.5% of men between the ages 

of 30 and 34 had attained a tertiary education level
17

. There is a large potential for 

making use of these skills and increasing the participation of women in the labour 

market. However, this will require efficient gender equality measures to enable women 

to enter and stay in the labour market, while being able to reconcile family and personal 

life and work. The impact of parenthood on labour market participation is very different 

for women and men: Only 65.6% of women with children under the age of 12 are in 

paid work, as opposed to 90.3% of men
18

. Therefore, policies and measures aiming at 

                                                 
16

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130410_crisis_report_en.pdf 
17

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf 
18

 http://www.etuc.org/documents/etuc-action-programme-gender-equality#.U0ZTfVRBtaQ 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130410_crisis_report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf
http://www.etuc.org/documents/etuc-action-programme-gender-equality#.U0ZTfVRBtaQ
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improving access to and quality of affordable public services for children and the 

elderly, as well as making it easier to offer paternity leave and paid leave, are crucial 

elements for increasing women’s labour market participation. 

 

5. The employment rate of women in the EU has steadily increased over the last 

decade, from 59% in 2003 to 63% in 2013, a figure which has been more or less stable 

since 2008
19

. For men, the figure is 74% in 2013, compared to 75% in 2003 and 78% in 

2008. The economic crisis affected women’s employment less than that of men, having 

as a direct effect a decrease in the EU gender gap to 12% compared to 15% before the 

crisis. The employment figures for Iceland in 2003 were 82% for women and 89% for 

men, compared to 80% and 86% respectively in 2013, but had reached 92% for men 

before the economic crisis in 2008. For Norway, the employment rates in 2003 were 

75% for women and 82% for men, compared to 77% and 82% respectively in 2013, 

having reached a peak of 85% for men in 2008. For Switzerland, the employment rates 

in 2003 were 73% for women and 88% for men, compared to 77% and 87% 

respectively in 2013.  

 

6. The overall EU employment target for both women and men is 75%; a target 

which in the pre-crisis context was estimated to be met in 2021. However, if the current 

macroeconomic and social trends continue, the same target will more likely be attained 

in 2038
20

. Before the crisis, the employment rate of women progressed much quicker 

than that of men, and the employment gap has diminished by almost a third over the 

past ten years
21

. 

 

 

II GENDER EQUALITY FOR SUSTAINABLE GROWTH 

 

7. Growth and jobs remain the top priority on the EU agenda, although the current 

economic situation has lead to increased unemployment and made the recovery 

perspectives more pessimistic. Gender equality policies have proven to be important 

drivers for economic growth, prosperity and competitiveness, and are therefore also 

important drivers for exiting the crisis and reaching the objectives of the Europe 2020 

Strategy for jobs and smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.   

 

8. The OECD has analysed the potential effect on economic growth of women’s 

increased participation in the labour force. According to a report from 2012
22

, gender 

gaps are persistent in all parts of economic life and imply large losses in terms of 

productivity and living standards for the individuals concerned as well as for the 

economy. Greater educational attainment has accounted for about half of the economic 

growth in OECD countries in the past 50 years, and a lot is owed to the fact that more 

women have reached a higher level of education and thereby increased their labour 

market participation. However, greater educational equality does not guarantee equality 

in the workplace, if high childcare costs mean that it is not economically worthwhile for 

women to work full time; if workplace culture penalises women for interrupting their 

careers to have children; and if women continue to bear the burden of unpaid household 

                                                 
19

 Eurostat, LFS 
20

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf 
21

 Report of the European Network of Experts on Gender Equality (ENEGE): 

http://www.ingenere.it/sites/default/files/ricerche/crisis%20report-def-7web.pdf 
22

 http://www.oecd.org/gender/closingthegap.htm 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf
http://www.ingenere.it/sites/default/files/ricerche/crisis%20report-def-7web.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/gender/closingthegap.htm
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chores, childcare and looking after ageing parents, it will be difficult for them to realise 

their full potential in paid work. 

 

9. The OECD underlines that it is necessary to improve female labour market 

participation to ensure sustained and inclusive growth, and refers to figures showing 

that, on average, a full convergence of male and female employment rates would lead to 

an increase of 12.4% in GDP per capita by 2030 in EU28. The projected gains are 

substantially higher in those Member States where the gender gap in labour force 

participation is currently high. The same OECD report also demonstrates that while 

childcare facilities remain the key factor of female employment, a comprehensive policy 

mix is also required to enable women and men to balance work with their family and 

private life and to address the difficulties encountered at different stages of life.  

 

10. The ageing of populations, combined with decreasing fertility rates, mean that 

several countries are expected to face a shrinking labour force over the next 20 years. If 

male and female labour force participation rates remain constant, the estimated decrease 

in the labour force would be over 10% in the Czech Republic, Germany, Poland, the 

Slovak Republic and Slovenia. The report estimates that on average across the OECD, a 

50% decrease in the gender gap in labour force participation rates will lead to an 

increase in the GDP per capita annual growth rate of 0.3 percentage points. In the case 

of full convergence of male and female employment rates by 2030, the increase will be 

0.6 percentage points, which is equivalent to an overall increase of 12% in GDP over 20 

years. The largest increases (more than 0.5 percentage points) from full convergence are 

projected in the Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Luxembourg, Poland and the Slovak 

Republic, and even higher in Italy with more than one percentage point. Gains will be 

more limited in Finland, Iceland and Sweden, where birth rates are higher and gender 

employment gaps are narrow.  

 

 

III WOMEN’S LABOUR MARKET PARTICIPATION AND CARE 

RESPONSIBILITIES 

 

11. While women spend less time in paid work than men, given women’s lower 

employment rate and higher part-time rate, they continue to bear the largest part of 

unpaid work within the household and family. They spend an average of 26 hours on 

care and household activities, compared with nine hours for men
23

. The impact of 

parenthood on labour market participation is very different for women and men: Only 

65.6% of women with children under the age of 12 are in paid work, as opposed to 

90.3% of men. 

 

12. During the financial and economic crisis, women’s relative participation in the 

labour market and contribution to family finances increased, as a consequence of the 

decreasing gender employment gap. Before the crisis, women were slowly catching up 

with men in the labour markets of all European countries: their employment rate 

increased from 55% in 1997 to 63% in 2008 while the employment rate for men 

increased from 75% to 78%
24

. With the crisis the male employment rate fell to 75% in 

2013, while female employment decreased only slightly at 62.8%. The fall in female 

                                                 
23

 http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/htmlfiles/ef13491.htm  
24

 Eurostat, LFS 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/htmlfiles/ef13491.htm
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employment was smaller at the beginning of the crisis, as women were 

underrepresented in sectors such as manufacturing, construction and finance, which 

were hit the hardest. However, the ongoing process of fiscal consolidation is 

increasingly involving staffing freezes or personnel cuts in the public sector, which is 

female dominated. This diminishes the prospects of a swift recovery for female 

employment in several countries
25

.  

 

13. The situation of men and women varies between the EU States. The female 

employment rate is lower than 60% in Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Malta, Poland, 

Romania, Slovakia and Spain, while it is above 70% in Denmark, Finland, Germany, 

the Netherlands and Sweden
26

. Many countries with low female employment rates 

compared to the EU average made significant progress before the crisis, but in the most 

affected countries female employment levels returned to 2003 levels. Only Sweden has 

maintained an employment rate for women over 75% during the period between 2003 

and 2013. 

 

14. However, when analysing the employment rate using full-time equivalents, the 

female employment rate appears more modest
27

. Since more women work part time 

than men (32% of women compared to 8.2% of men), the respective employment rate 

decreases more for women than for men. In 2012, the full-time equivalent employment 

rate for women was 53.6%, compared to 72.4% when the adjustment for part-time work 

is not taken into account. Some of the Member States with the highest female 

employment rates also display a large share of part-time employment among women – 

the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, Belgium, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Denmark 

and Luxembourg – and this is also the case for Norway. The effect of part-time work on 

the full-time equivalent employment rate is by far the greatest in the Netherlands, where 

the employment rate for women is 72%, but only 49% when using full-time equivalents, 

given that 77% of Dutch women work part time. But also for Sweden, where 36% of 

women work part time, the employment rate for women (78%) falls to 69% when full-

time equivalents are used.   

 

15. Part-time work has risen during the crisis, in particular among men: 8.2% of 

employed men worked part time in 2012 (compared to 7% in 2007). Involuntary part-

time work has also risen among both men and women: involuntary part-time 

employment represented 39% of total part-time male employment in 2012 (against 30% 

in 2007) and 24% of total part-time female employment in 2012 (against 20% in 

2007)
28

. Absolute figures tell a different story. In 2010, female involuntary part-time 

workers numbered 7.3 million against 3.2 million for men. 

 

16. Temporary employment is more equally distributed between men and women, 

with a slight prevalence among women. The share of male temporary employment 

declined from 13.7% to 12.5% between 2008 and 2010, and a very similar contraction 

was recorded for the share of female temporary employment from 15.2% to 14.1%. 

There is a mixed pattern among countries in Europe.  

 

                                                 
25

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130410_crisis_report_en.pdf 
26

 Eurostat, LFS 
27

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf 
28

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130410_crisis_report_en.pdf 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130410_crisis_report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130410_crisis_report_en.pdf
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17. The access to childcare services plays a crucial role in women’s decisions to 

participate in paid employment. Childcare still remains mainly the responsibility of 

women, although the situation has improved over the last decades and varies across 

Europe. In 2010, 80% of parents who felt they had to reduce their working time to care 

for children were women
29

. Across Europe, 83% of children between the age of three 

and up to mandatory school age are in formal care facilities, but some countries have 

not reached 70% for this age group (Romania, Poland, Croatia, Bulgaria and Lithuania). 

Nevertheless, most countries showed considerable progress between 2005 and 2011.  
 

18. The sole development of childcare facilities is not enough to enable women and 

men to exercise balance between work and private life. Moreover, it does not account 

for the difficulties encountered at different stages of life. A balanced use of different 

leave entitlements by both parents has positive effects in terms of distribution of 

household and care responsibilities and has improved women’s labour market 

outcomes
30

, however father’s take-up of parental leave remains quite low in most 

Member States, less than 5% in the Czech Republic, Spain, Hungary, Poland and 

Slovakia, but more than 20% in Belgium, Denmark and Sweden. A reconciliation policy 

mix comprising the promotion of an organised working life, regulated working hours, 

flexible work arrangements, a system of family leave, including strong incentives for 

fathers to take on more family responsibility and the provision of affordable quality care 

services for the family (children, elderly, etc) should be promoted. 

 

 

IV PERSISTENT PAY AND PENSION GAPS BETWEEN WOMEN AND 

MEN 

 

19. One of the main gender gaps in the labour market is the systematically lower 

wages of women, who are paid on average 16% less than men per hour of work
31

. 

Underpinning this situation are a number of interlinked factors, such as the lower 

payment in sectors employing a high proportion of women, marked occupational 

segregation and career breaks taken for a variety of reasons, among others. The fact that 

almost five times as many women as men are part-time workers affects their income and 

the gender pay gap. The pay gap exists even though women do better at school and 

university than men. On average, in 2012, 83% of young women reach at least upper 

secondary school education in the EU, compared to 77.6% of men. Women also 

represent 60% of university graduates in the EU. 

 

20. Although the overall gender pay gap has narrowed in the last decade, in some 

countries the national gender pay gap has actually been widening. The pay gap ranges 

from 5% to 31% among the EU Member States. It is below 10% in Slovenia, Malta, 

Poland, Italy, Luxembourg and Romania, but greater than 20% in Hungary, Slovakia, 

the Czech Republic, Germany, Austria and Estonia. According to the European 

Commission, it will take more than 70 years to close the gender pay gap if current 

convergence speed continues
32

. 

 

                                                 
29

 Eurostat; LFS 
30

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf 
31

 Eurostat 
32

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2014_142_en.pdf
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21. The impact of the gender pay gap means that women earn less over their lifetime 

which results in lower pensions and a risk of poverty in old age. Women receive 

pensions that are on average 39% lower than men’s, and more than a third of all older 

women have no pension at all in some Member States
33

. The two highest figures are for 

Luxembourg (47%) and Germany (44%). At the other extreme, Estonia has the lowest 

gender pension gap (4%), followed by the Slovak Republic (8%). A large number of 

countries are around 30%, while 17 out of the 27 have gender gaps in pension greater or 

equal to 30%. In 2012, 21.7% of women aged 65 and over were at risk of poverty, 

compared to 16.3% of men.  

 

 

V THE ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE OF YOUNG MEN AND WOMEN 

IS AT RISK 

 

22. The transition from education to paid work is a crucial moment which lays the 

foundations for many of the inequalities encountered throughout women’s working 

lives. Although more women have entered the labour market in recent years, they often 

experience more difficulties than men in finding a first job; they earn less and are more 

likely to be part-time or temporary workers. Differences between young women and 

men in their educational choices perpetuate gender segregation in the labour markets, 

with women under-represented in the business sector and concentrated in health, 

welfare, education and administrative jobs, which are often low-paid sectors.  Boys and 

girls, and men and women, should be encouraged to make untraditional education and 

career choices.  

 

23. The current crisis has affected young people by increasing unemployment and 

more precarious living conditions, and the transition from education to the labour 

market has become even more difficult. According to Eurostat, in 2012, 7.5 million 

young people aged 15 to 24 and an additional 6.7 million young people aged 25 to 29 

were excluded from the labour market and education in Europe. Youth unemployment 

in the EU is on average more than twice as high as for adults: 23.4% compared to 11% 

in July 2013. The lowest rates were observed in Germany (7.7%) and Austria (9.2%), 

and the highest in Greece (62.9%), Spain (56.1%) and Croatia (55.4%). Also in the 

EFTA States, unemployment among young people is higher than among adults; in 

Iceland 11.6% of young people were unemployed in May 2013 compared to 5.6% of 

adults, and in Norway the figures were 8.5% compared to 3.4%, according to Eurostat.  

 

24. Young women are more likely than young men not to be in employment, 

education or training, mainly because they are less likely to be in the labour force. In 

2012, the rate of people Not in Employment, Education or Training (NEET) reached 

17.8% among young women (15-29 years old) and 15% among young men in the 

EU27, figures which have been increasing during the crisis.  

 

25. Among the NEET group, 42.4% of young men are involved in active labour 

market measures, compared with only 32.6% of young women
34

. The share of young 

men is especially higher in training (59.5% of young beneficiaries) and start-up 

                                                 
33

 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130530_pensions_en.pdf  
34

 SWD(2013) 171 final 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/130530_pensions_en.pdf
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incentives (62.9%). Furthermore, women are underrepresented in apprenticeship 

schemes to facilitate school-to-work transition, and seem to benefit less from public 

support in many Member States. The Youth Employment Package adopted in December 

2012 by the European Commission recognised the need for more gender-sensitive youth 

policies.   

 

 

VI WOMEN UNDERREPRESENTED IN DECISION MAKING  

 

26. Despite solid progress across Europe in recent decades, women continue to be 

outnumbered by men in senior positions, particularly at the highest level, in business, 

politics, the media, academia and other fields. There are still factors that hinder women 

from taking the lead, such as a lack of reconciliation measures between professional and 

family life, limited access to networks that are important for higher positions, or a lack 

of self-confidence and support. 

 

27. Women are particularly outnumbered by men in leadership positions in the 

corporate sector and larger companies. In 2013, women accounted for 17.8% of top-

level board members in the largest publicly listed companies in the 27 EU Member 

States. This represents, however, a rise since 2010 (11.8%). Nevertheless, nearly one in 

four large listed companies still has no female representatives at board level and the rate 

is still below that required to reach a target of at least 40% of each gender by 2020
35

. 

 

28. There are considerable variations between Member States ranging from almost 

30% of female board members in Finland to just over 2% in Malta. In 2003, only two of 

the current Member States, Romania and Slovenia, had governing boards made up of at 

least 20% female board members, while ten years later, ten Member States have 

surpassed this level and half of these have more than 25% female board members. 

Iceland and Norway are scoring highest in Europe with 48% and 42% female board 

members respectively, which is the result of national legislation introducing binding 

40% targets. 

 

29. Progress has not been evenly spread across the EU and most of the significant 

improvements have taken place in countries that have taken or considered legislative 

action. Eight Member States have seen the proportion of women on boards increase to 

more than the EU average and have driven the overall change. Six of these have either 

introduced a legislative quota or target or had a government-level debate about the 

possibility of doing so. The European Commission has proposed a directive for 

improving the gender balance between non-executive directors of companies listed on 

the stock exchange with a minimum objective of 40% by 2020, and this directive is 

considered EEA relevant. 

 

30. Research carried out by various countries suggests that companies with a higher 

representation of women at the most senior levels deliver stronger organisational and 

financial performance as well as better corporate governance. For example, a study by 

Credit Suisse compiled a database of the number of women sitting on the boards of the 

2 360 companies constituting the MSCI AC World Index, and the outcome showed that 

over a period of six years (2005-2012), companies with at least one female board 

                                                 
35
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member outperformed those with no women on the board in terms of share price 

performance
36

. Since the introduction by Norway of legislative quotas to improve 

gender balance on boards, studies have shown diverging results when it comes to the 

economic performance of the affected companies. In a meta-study from 2012, the 

Institute for Social Research concluded that in sum the findings were too diverse to 

make the claim that the Norwegian quota reform has been either economically 

beneficial or harmful to the financial performance of Norwegian companies affected by 

the law. 

 

31. Recognising the many benefits associated with having a gender balance on 

company boards, including economic ones, a number of national governments have 

taken initiatives and in some cases legislative measures to encourage or enforce change. 

Across Europe, social partners, individual companies and other relevant stakeholders 

are also working to facilitate and support the recognition and development of women’s 

talents, and to break down the barriers that limit their access to leadership positions. 

Notwithstanding these efforts, the rate of change in most Member States has been slow, 

which indicates that there is insufficient commitment and that self-regulation does not 

bring about substantial and rapid change.  
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