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Executive Summary: 

This report aims to identify the extent to which the gender perspective is included in 

different social policies and initiatives. These policies and initiatives include the five policy 

areas in SOLIDUS (employment, health, education, housing and civic engagement). A 

transversal analysis of policies at a European, national and local level. The gendered study 

takes into account two main perspectives, intersectionality and a dialogic feminist 

approach, focusing on the inclusion of vulnerable groups and women whose voices are 

traditionally excluded from academic debates. The inclusion of the gender perspective in 

different social policies is evaluated, using existing academic research, data sets and the 

results of a fieldwork study carried out in four European countries (Spain, Ireland, the 

Netherlands and Cyprus). Furthermore, the results are used to identify drivers and barriers 

of successful policies, resulting in policy recommendations. 
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1. Introduction 

The aim for true gender equality in all areas of life is of course central to the creation of 

inclusive societies built upon foundations of solidarity. Equally, such sentiments are 

mirrored when addressing the inclusion of vulnerable groups, such as the LGBTI collective. 

Substantial steps have been taken to achieve these goals via legislation and policy at a 

European, national and local level. While there have been substantial developments in 

recent decades, when analysing the current extent of inequality it becomes clear that much 

more work is needed. This becomes increasingly true when looking at the adverse effects 

of the 2008 financial crisis on women, particularly those in vulnerable groups. With this in 

mind, this paper attempts to address both the position and response to equality in terms of 

gender and LGBTI inclusion. Gender is recognised throughout as a transversal issue, cross-

cutting different policy areas. With this in mind, and to aid the presentation of the paper, 

five thematic areas that are recognised as key to equality, inclusion and social life are 

explored: employment, education, housing, health and civic engagement.  Within these 

areas, data has been gathered from an analysis of databases, policy at different levels, 

existing academic research and results from focus groups of panels of experts held in four 

European countries (Cyprus, Ireland, Netherlands and Spain). Analysis has taken place with 

the attempt to seek evidence of drivers and barriers to success in the struggle for gender 

equality. Furthermore, this has been utilised to present social policy recommendations, 

attempting to aid the achievement of the ultimate goal of equality.  

By means of an introduction to the report, the following section will present the following: 

• A foundation in the theoretical framework used throughout  

• An overview of the general extent and factors of gendered inequality throughout 

European Member States.  

• An initial overview of general policy responses. Here, European level policy is 

addressed, exploring the key themes in which Europe displays solidarity within a 

gender perspective. 

 

1.1 Theoretical framework. 

Throughout this paper and within the entirety of the SOLIDUS project, gender has been 

considered a transversal dimension. By this, it is meant on the one hand that it is 

crosscutting, affecting all areas of life, and on the other that it is also impacted by external 

factors. With this in mind, gender analysis has been applied utilising two key theoretical 

frameworks: classical intersectionality and dialogic feminism. 
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In regards to the former, the law scholar Kimberle Crenshaw’s (1991) work on gender 

intersectionality has been incorporated. In this sense, the intersection of different forms of 

systems of oppression, domination and discrimination are addressed. Various biological, 

social and cultural areas such as race, class, ability and sexual orientation are taken into 

account in addition to gender, under the view that these often interact on simultaneous 

levels. Thus, intersectionality serves as the main lenses in the identification of the effect of 

different layers of discrimination.  

Secondly, Lidia Puigvert’s theoretical contribution (2001) to dialogic feminism is addressed. 

Essentially, by this it is meant the acknowledgement of the importance to include all voices 

in egalitarian dialogue. This school of thought acts as a basis to preserve the voices of the 

“other women”. That is, the inclusion of those without academic degrees and thus those 

who have suffered a double discrimination for being both a woman and not having an 

academic background. Dialogic feminism includes the principle of equality of differences 

between genders, but also between women from different academic backgrounds and 

cultures. Thus, dialogue is needed, and incorporated here, as an instrument for reaching 

agreements that include diverse voices.  

To summarise, this paper, and the SOLIDUS project, addresses gender inequalities by 

incorporating analysis of different layers of discrimination. Simultaneous oppressive 

elements are addressed, in addition to ensuring the incorporation of the voices of those 

traditionally excluded. Thus, special attention is paid throughout to women who belong to 

vulnerable groups, such as cultural minorities, migrants or women without academic 

degrees. Additionally, the vulnerable group that is the LGBTI collective is addressed. 

 

1.2 Key themes of solidarity at a European level and social contexts. 

In regards to gender equality, the European Union is instrumental in instigating specific 

arms of solidarity through a mixture of hard and soft policy. Ultimately, however, the EU’s 

role can be seen as primarily setting standards and presenting lines and guidance of which 

member states should adhere to. The lines of policy and guidance implemented by the EU 

do however echo the reality of inequalities within member states. There is clearly specific 

arms to the areas focused on by the EU that mirror the areas of greatest inequality within 

a society. This section builds upon this, focusing on the key areas of EU level gender 

solidarity within the five key thematic areas mentioned above. General policy is explored in 

addition to exploring why this is needed, presenting an overview of the trends and statistics 

across Europe.  
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Employment 

As Hyman (2008) suggests, gender equality in employment is arguably the most developed 

dimension in the European Union’s work regarding attempts to decrease gender 

inequalities. Within this work there are clearly two key areas of focus in regards to 

employment equality: addressing the gender pay gap and improving work and family 

balance. Of course, these areas are not inseparable and instead are incredibly interwoven.  

The issue of the gender pay gap dates back as far as the creation of the European Economic 

Community in 1957, with a call for equal pay for equal work. This has been strengthened 

over the previous few decades, with prioritisation in the 2006 Pact for Gender Equality and 

the Strategy for Equality for Women and Men for 2010-2015. Regardless, it is clear that 

inequality continues to exist. In 2016, women’s gross hourly earnings were on average 

16.2% below those of men in the European Union (Eurostat, 2018). While it is true that the 

average gender pay gap decreased within the EU between the years of 2008 – 2010 

(European Women’s Lobby, 2012), it would be wrong to say that the crisis did not adversely 

affect women. Rather, when exploring the factors that are viewed as causal reasons for the 

gap, it can be interpreted that in fact, women have been affected more negatively than 

men, particularly in regards to those from vulnerable groups.  

Within the Strategy for Equality for Women and Men for 2010-2015, focus is given to 

women’s over representation in part-time work and fixed-term contracts, citing it as a root 

cause of gender pay differences. This is a clear area of inequality with statistics showing for 

example that in 2014, throughout the EU-28 while men comprised 24% of all part time roles, 

women occupied 76% (Eurostat, 2017). With the crisis creating large-scale public sector lay-

offs, women have often been pushed towards such precarious employment types, offering 

limited income security and an overall deterioration of working conditions. Of course, this 

is coupled with the problem of women already occupying lower quality jobs than men prior 

to the crisis. With the crisis causing significant personnel cuts within the public sector, more 

and more women, who typically dominate the public sector, have been forced into such 

atypical employment types. Furthermore, for those that have remained working for the 

public sector, the wage cuts that continue to prevail may mean that the modest progress 

made in closing the pay gap will be reversed (European Women’s Lobby, 2012).   

The erosion of public services and the fact that income is declining for both sexes also 

negatively affects women because they are more likely to shift from paid to unpaid work 

(European Women’s Lobby, 2012).  This acts as an over exasperation to existing problems 

faced by women. The over proportionate involvement in care activities has presented 

inequality in that it is harder for women to balance work and family life. A key area of this 

relates to childcare, with activity rates for women aged 25 to 29 being lower than the rates 
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for men due to taking care of children or incapacitated adults, 38.8% in 2015 (Eurostat, 

2016). This is clearly recognised as an issue by the EU and is found in numerous pieces of 

gender equality legislation such as the Pacts for Gender Equality 2006 and 2011, and the 

2016 – 2019 Strategic Engagement Plan. In this respect focus has been given to the creation 

of better child care services, the promotion of flexible working arrangements and better 

care facilities for other dependents.  

 

Education 

One of the factors for differentiation in the fields of employment (public vs private) between 

genders can be traced back to education. There is a clear division in students’ field of study, 

with women under represented in certain fields such as hard sciences and over represented 

in education and health. For example, in 2014, men were three times more likely to 

graduate with a degree in engineering and women were four times more likely to graduate 

with a degree in education (OECD, 2016). This is recognised in EU policy, with the Education 

and Training 2020 Framework focusing on decreasing the gendered nature of certain 

subjects. 

In regards to inequality in education at a tertiary level, the reversal of the gender gap has 

been well documented, with women now more likely to be tertiary graduates. 

Intersectionality is of greater importance in this respect, with socio-economic differences, 

ethnic origin and language intersecting with gender to influence educational performance 

(EURYDICE 2010). Sammons (1995) has found for example that obstacles to high academic 

performance include poverty, family size and parental occupational status, while 

enhancements include higher social class level, being female and having educated parents.  

A mechanism utilised by the EU to fight this relates to the attempt to decrease 

discrimination and gender violence within educational settings. In recent years, the 

European Union has acknowledged the presence of such violence in the forms of sexist 

language, sexual harassment and bullying, noting its impact on absenteeism, academic 

attainment and mental health. There has been a particular focus on problems faced by the 

LGBTI community, largely due to the worrying results found in the EU LGBTI Survey (FRA, 

2014). Here, it was found that during their schooling before the age of 18, more than 80% 

of LGBT respondents in every Member State have heard or seen discriminatory comments, 

with 68% stating that these were a frequent occurrence. In response, in 2015, a specific set 

of actions were set up to cover such educational violence and bullying, with an 

announcement of a commitment to tackle discrimination and provide protection for LGBTI 

people and their families. 
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Health 

Evidence of solidarity from the EU to gender violence victims is more specifically found 

under the policy area of health. Prominent in the 2011 – 2020 European Pact for Gender 

Equality, implementation and monitoring strategies have been produced by the European 

Union under the overarching aim of ending all violence against women. Preventative 

strategies and protection for victims have been key to this, as well as the production of 

research and availability of data. The importance of the need to tackle this issue is clear 

when looking at available statistics. For example, the WHO (2015) estimates that a quarter 

of women in Europe have experienced violence from an intimate partner at least once in 

their life. Furthermore, in every country gendered violence is the most striking imbalance 

of power between women and men (OECD 2014).  

In regards to the health of vulnerable groups, a primary area of focus is that of access to 

health care. While under a more general umbrella focus of ending discrimination, the health 

sector has been specifically mentioned by the European Union in there 2015 list of LGBTI 

actions. In this sense, actors in the healthcare service have been reached out to in order to 

foster a friendlier environment, free from discrimination. Evidently, this is an important 

area to address, with the EU LGBT Survey (FRA, 2014) showing that one in ten of the 

respondents who have accessed healthcare services in the last year have felt personally 

discriminated against by the healthcare personnel. Furthermore, for transgender 

respondents this level of discrimination was twice as high.  

 

Housing 

Another area of focus of EU legislation is tackling discrimination in the housing sector. Again, 

the LGBTI community are much more likely to face discrimination when attempting to rent 

or purchase property, with 13% of respondents of the FRA LGBT survey stating this is 

something they had experienced (FRA, 2014). As a result, European legislation has focused 

on providing legal protection, demonstrating a conscious effort to end discrimination. 

Similarly, and despite legal framework existing to prevent it, many Roma and migrant 

renters or buyers face significant discrimination in this respect, leading to many vulnerable 

groups living in inhabitable dwellings.  

However, as a result of the financial crisis, many different groups have been impacted 

negatively in regards to access to housing. This does not seem to be improving, with the 

2015 State of Housing in the EU report indicating that after six years of economic crisis’, the 

overall state of housing in the EU remains unstable (Pittini, Ghekiere, Disjo, Kiss 2015). Two 

key problematic areas persist across the Member States: 1) more people are without a 

home today and 2) there are not enough affordable properties. This has over 
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proportionately effected young people across many countries in Europe, with many 18 – 34 

year olds continuing to live with their parents. Furthermore, evidence demonstrates that 

homelessness is rising across the continent (Bettio et al., 2012), especially in regards to 

vulnerable groups. Several investigations have identified the significantly gendered nature 

of women’s homeless pathways and their disadvantaged and subordinate position within 

society (Baptista 2010). Studies show that women are more likely to be “invisibly” homeless 

than men, seeking temporary solutions such as temporary accommodation with friends, 

family or “convenience partners” (Bilton 2008).   

 

Civic Engagement 

In regards to equality in civic engagement, the European Union has predominantly focused 

on increasing female decision-making powers. While there is little gender difference in 

voter turnout across the EU, there is a prominent problem with the decision-making balance 

in employed and governmental positions. Within the Equality Strategy of 2010 – 2015, key 

actions related to increasing the number of women who held decision-making positions in 

research and the European Parliament. Additionally, in the 2016 – 2019 Strategic 

Engagement Plan for Gender Equality, greater effort was put into increasing gender balance 

in the private sector, aiding women to occupy top roles.  

Decision making powers are also unequal in the voluntary sector. Although the difference 

between the number of female and male volunteers is not vast across Member States, in 

many countries analysed, there is a tendency for volunteer leaders to be male (Mathou, 

2010). When exploring volunteer involvement across Europe in more detail, it also becomes 

evident that educational attainment plays an important role. National surveys on 

volunteering highlight that a clear trend between volunteering and level of education exists, 

with those with more extensive education more likely to volunteer (Lancee & Radl, 2014).  

 

1.3 Summary 

The analysis of policy demonstrates the key focuses in regards to gender equality of the 

European Union. With much legislation clearly soft policy, providing guidelines, resource 

provision and knowledge sharing, it is clear that in the fight for gender equality, there is 

much emphasis on national policies. This can also be interpreted as leaving space for 

Member States to utilise different techniques and thus, have different results. However, it 

is clear that there are particular arms of EU policy that continue to be prevalent, producing 

a framework of how gender equality should be tackled. Below the main arms of policy and 

the main areas where improvement is needed is summarised: 



Deliverable 6.2   

 

13 

 

• Employment 

• It is clear that the European Union continues its efforts on two key areas of 

employment equality: gender pay gap equality and reconciliation between work and 

family life. Despite decades of policy aimed at achieving equality in this area, 

inequality does continue to persist across Europe. 

 

• Education 

• A key concern is not equality in attainment levels, as this is something that has 

largely already been achieved. Rather, there is a push and commitment to ending 

gendered subjects. Additionally, there is a need to fight inequality for vulnerable 

groups in terms of ending violence faced in educational settings. 

 

• Health 

• There is a specific need to fight against gender violence, incorporating both 

preventative and supportive mechanisms and policies. Furthermore, in regards to 

vulnerable groups, there is a commitment to ensuring access free from 

discrimination for all. 

 

• Housing 

• The housing policy framework focuses on ending discrimination for groups such as 

the LGBTI collective. Additionally, there is a push to improve access to affordable 

housing, something that has been negatively effected in the crisis. 

 

• Civic Engagement 

• Civic engagement policies focus on one level at the need to improve women’s 

representation in decision making positions, relating to both private, public and 

governmental settings. Additionally, there is a push to increase civic involvement, 

particularly in relation to vulnerable groups. 

  

 

2. Overview of the dimension of gender in social policies: Drivers 

and barriers. 

The previous section has established the importance of looking at policy at a Member State 

level, demonstrating how there is much freedom in policy creation under the provision of 
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guidelines. Furthermore, it has been established that the economic crises have had a 

stronger impact on women belonging to vulnerable groups. When addressing this European 

wide phenomenon, it is clear that it has been strengthened at a national level by the policies 

of austerity, which have led to mechanisms of exclusion and a feminisation of poverty. 

Evidence of this is found at national levels, looking at particular policies within the five 

thematic areas of health, housing, education, employment and civic engagement. Similarly 

to policies aimed at gender exclusion, it is clear differences arise across the Member States 

in this context. On the one hand, it is clear that many pieces of legislation and policy have 

enabled this inequality to continue. However, analysis of national policy also demonstrates 

numerous examples of successful policies that have enabled some of this inequality to be 

alleviated.  

This section thus aims to address examples of policy, looking at the drivers and barriers in 

the attempt to achieve gender equality. Using National Background Papers prepared by all 

twelve Solidus countries, policy direction and results are explored. The findings 

demonstrate large differences across European Member States, showing the impact that 

different policy directions have on levels of equality. 

 

2.1 Employment 

As previously demonstrated, the European Union has two main focuses in regards to gender 

equality in employment: bridging the gender pay gap and reconciling work and family life. 

This is also evident in national policy across the EU, with Member States utilising different 

tactics in order to meet the targets set by the Union.  

 

Gender Pay Gap 

While all SOLIDUS countries adhere to the value of having equal pay for equal jobs set by 

the European Union, different legislation exists in regards to how this is dealt with. Likewise, 

different rates of success are also present. Ultimately, however, regardless of legislation in 

place, the gap persists across all EU countries, with an average gap of 16% (Eurostat, 2018).  

Of course, one of the particular drivers of success in this respect is the actual strength of 

legislation, i.e. how dedicated a government is to tackling this issue. Hungary serves as 

evidence of negativity in this arena, with a weak legal framework acting as a barrier for 

gender equality. Analysis of Hungarian policy shows that the gender pay gap is not a salient 

issue in public debate and that there are currently no active national-level policies to tackle 

this, likewise there have been none in recent years. Furthermore, in 2011, a reference to 

protect equal pay was in fact removed in the course of transforming Hungary’s constitution 
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into a Fundamental Law (Eurobarometer, 2009). While the average pay gap is not explicitly 

greater than other countries studied (14%), statistics show that it is not weakening, and in 

some instances, even increasing. Furthermore, the public sector gender pay gap stood at 

22.4% in 2013, the highest in Europe, and the gap for graduates stood at a staggering 59%, 

the highest among OECD countries (Borbely, 2015).  In contrast, countries with strong 

legislative frameworks in place demonstrate a better ability to decrease such inequality. 

This is evident in Ireland for example, where the National Women’s strategy 2017 – 2020 

constitutes as legal framework on gender differences. A notable example here is that of 

Greece. While the gender pay gap stood at 15% in 2010, there is a marked decrease from 

previous years, a decrease of 10% from the figure of 25% in 2002 (European Commission, 

2018). Many have attributed this as being down to antidiscrimination legislation and 

increased legislation on equality of the sexes in industrial relations. Regardless, it is 

important to keep in mind the detrimental impact the economic crisis had on both sexes, 

narrowing gaps because of a decrease in job quality for all. 

While legislation acts as a hard tactic to force gender pay equality, a further driver of success 

relates to pushing a company to want to have pay equality. While it remains illegal across 

the European Union to pay men and women different pay rates for the same job, this does 

not discourage companies from employing mainly males in higher, well paid, positions, an 

incredibly common trend. While the introduction of quotas have been successful in this 

respect, other notable examples have focused on the idea of enforcing transparency. One 

such notable example here is a policy found in Denmark, under the 2014 equal pay act. 

Here, companies with more than ten employees are required by law to send pay details to 

the central government, demonstrating the use of transparency to ensure a decrease in the 

gender pay gap. This has been attributed as a key factor in the improved position of 

Denmark in the World Economic Forum Gender Pay Gap Ranking. In a different sense, 

transparency has been utilised by national governments to sensitise society to the issue, 

highlighting the problem via publicly available research and data. This is evident in the UK 

for example, where the Government gender equality office has engaged in a growing body 

of research for gender equality in the UK. Additionally, this is evident in Portugal, where in 

2013 there was a reaffirmed commitment to promote awareness of gender pay differences, 

followed by the updating of statistical information on various websites in relation to gender 

inequality. In contrast, this remains a problem in Ireland, where a lack of systematic gender-

disaggregated statistics are available. Moreover, there is also a lack of focus on the impact 

of racialization on pay differences, demonstrating a failure to publicly acknowledge the 

issues of inequality faced in the employment sphere. 

While differences exist based on gender, these differences are often multiplied if a woman 

belongs to a vulnerable group. Research shows, for example, that in most countries, ethnic 
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minorities face discrimination and inequality in the labour market, in terms of both the level 

and quality of work and in their remuneration (European Union, 2017). In regards to the 

positions occupied, statistics show that across Europe minority women over 

proportionately occupy low-skilled jobs, more so than minority men. A factor for this, and 

thus the increased gender pay gap, is often attributed to lower levels of educational and 

language proficiency. One particular successful driver to overcome this inequality is an 

increase in training programmes available. An example of this is found in the transnational 

FORWARD project, funded at a European level and involving several European countries, 

including Catalonia (Spain). FORWARD focuses on promoting the participation of migrant 

women in adult education, utilising competence-based methodologies and competence 

validation frameworks. Thus, increased schooling is gained alongside the elimination of 

problems faced in regards to qualifications that are not recognised in host countries.  

Nonetheless, it is important to highlight that higher qualification levels do not safeguard 

ethnic minority women from low skilled jobs to the same extent that they do men. Such 

women are still more likely to work in temporary jobs or in the low-wage sector, with the 

proportion of foreign-born women more likely to be over-qualified for the jobs held than 

men in most European countries are. A low chance of reaching higher positions prevails, 

with a large underrepresentation in white-collar occupations (European Union, 2017). This 

is often attributed as being down to the social stigma faced by migrant women, with many 

unfairly holding low expectations of marginalised women. This is evident in Ghorashi and 

Van Tilburg’s (2006) research in the Netherlands. Here, it was found that such women face 

increased difficulty in finding a job, entering organizations and keeping their jobs since their 

knowledge and expertise are often perceived as insufficient, even though they have the 

required qualifications. Thus, a potential driver to overcome this is an increased dedication 

on decreasing such stigma in societies and building on group cohesion.  

Regardless, women who continue to occupy low paid positions have been helped by the 

introduction of a universal minimum or living wage. While this is generally not introduced 

with the direct aim of reducing the gender pay gap, evidence shows that such initiatives 

improve wages for women to a greater extent. This is evident in the introduction of the 

minimum wage in the UK in 1999, where the lowest paid incomes increased and thus, 

decreased the gender pay gap. Nonetheless, it can be suggested that tighter regulation 

needs to be introduced for this to benefit migrant women to a greater extent. For example, 

the Kingsmill Review in the UK found that the evasion of paying National Minimum Wage in 

the care sector, a sector dominated by migrant women, was rife (FLEX, 2017). This was 

evident in the hospitality sector where workers were often deliberately paid below 

minimum wage and also frequently not paid for ‘extra’ time worked. Furthermore, a 2013 

report by HMRC found that 48% of employers investigated were not complying with 
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national minimum wage law (HMRC, 2013). One particular explanation as to why migrant 

women are more likely to be victim of such exploitation relates to the lack of social networks 

held by many immigrants from non-EU countries. Such networks are often viewed as crucial 

for labour market access and gaining information about employment rights and how to 

access them. Thus, a driver for success in overcoming such inequalities rests in the creation 

of such networks, creating collaborative spaces where such issues can be discussed. This is 

something evident in the FORWARD project mentioned above. While this helps migrant 

women with legal status, it does less to help those with insecure legal situations, who are 

more vulnerable to unfair treatment and exploitation. Such situations are often found in 

domestic work situations, characterised by prolonged illegal conditions which make many 

of the women ‘socially invisible’ (European Union, 2017). A report by FLEX (2017) finds that 

in the UK, this problem is exemplified by UK immigration enforcement viewing 

undocumented working and modern slavery as “two sides of the same coin”. This is 

furthered by suggesting that such an approach is dangerous in that it attributes an 

individual’s exploitation to their migrant status, rather than looking at the overarching 

labour market structures that permit the exploitation of such workers. 

 

Reconciling work and family life balance  

In order to understand what enables and what decreases the gender pay gap it is also 

important to address how policies affect the reconciliation of work and family life. The 

inequality that persists across Member States in regards to females over proportionately 

engaging in care activities such as care for children, elderly relatives and the disabled, 

ultimately impacts females ability to undertake full time employment and progress to 

higher levels. Thus, policy that aims to neutralise gendered care differences or ease the 

ability to work alongside care responsibilities can be interpreted as beneficial in decreasing 

gender employment inequality. 

Firstly, it is important to look at the importance of governmental understanding and 

portrayal of ‘care’. By this, we mean the value given to unpaid care work, predominantly 

undertaken by women. With the aftermath of the financial crisis and increase in austerity 

measures, many countries can be described as worryingly increasingly disregarding such 

work. This is seen for example in activation policies that can be described as anti-care, 

penalising women who have care responsibilities. The development of active labour market 

policies that involve the imposition of compulsory programmes and mandatory 

requirements for benefit recipients (Peck, 2001) make receiving such benefits increasingly 

difficult for women with care responsibilities. Sanctions that come into play with this style 

of welfare have been proven to disproportionately affect females, more so those from 

disadvantaged groups (poor literacy levels, risk of homelessness…), leading to some female 
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claimants ending up “chronically disconnected” from both employment and cash welfare 

(Turner et al 2006, Finn and Gloster 2010).  This problem has been magnified with the 

cutback in care hours provided that has occurred in many countries. This is evident in 

Ireland for example, where carers’ allowances (state paid funding for those who care for ill 

or disabled relatives in need) have been cut drastically. Furthermore, available public 

services for such care have been cut, creating a double-edged effect where those who care 

for relatives face less economic support and fewer opportunities to return to work.  

Similar cutbacks in care have occurred in regards to childcare, again making it harder for 

women to return to work after having children. This is evident in Greece for example, where 

cutbacks in the childcare system following the crisis have served as a barrier for women 

returning to work. However, childcare in itself is an incredibly varied issue across Europe, 

with different countries demonstrating different strengths and weaknesses. Ireland is 

notable for failure in this respect, lacking a fully public childcare system. Furthermore, the 

price of private childcare is high; standing at more than 50% the average household’s annual 

income. In contrast, Denmark’s system can be seen as an example of success. Here, its 

universally free childcare system successfully provides places for 67.9% of 0-3 year olds and 

97.2% of 3-5 year olds (Statistics Denmark, 2018), enabling women to return to work. 

Further drivers of success in regards to women returning to work after childbirth relate to 

legislation about flexible working arrangements. Success is evident in countries that allow 

women to have control over the time spent in work, such as in Greece for example, where 

flexible schedules are available for women when returning to work. Additionally, in Spain, 

good practices are found in this respect as a result of the Ministry of Labour’s work with the 

Red Cross. This work has allowed women to undertake teleworking, flexible working hours 

and the opportunity to receive extra days of holiday in exchange for wages. The latter 

opportunity does however bring in some important questions, such as its impact on 

economic independence and reduction of the gender wage gap. A similar situation is 

present in Cyprus, where women (and men who have worked in the same company for six 

months) are able to return to work on a part time basis. While this allows women to 

continue to work, it does not mean that they will receive the same amount of pay or have 

the same opportunities to move up. Thus, it can be suggested that more extensive 

legislation on maternity leave rights, for example pressure on companies to pay for longer 

periods of time, may be beneficial. Furthermore, leave structures are important in 

addressing the gendered differences in care. The introduction of increased paternity leave 

is thought to not only enable women to return to work more easily but also reduce the 

stigma about male parental care. However, research shows that while paternity leave is 

available in many countries, this does not mean men take it up, proving the legislation 

irrelevant. On the contrast, evidence of successful policies are found in Norway, where 
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paternal leave is extensive and non-transferable. This is viewed as having decreased stigmas 

in society and increased the amount of childcare work men engage in. 

In summary, it is clear that in regards, to employment, there are key policy types that 

produce better results. Simultaneously, however, it is clear that cuts in austerity, in 

particular cuts to training centres and childcare, have had a negative impact on women’s 

employment equality. The main findings of the drivers and barriers are highlighted below: 

• The use of hard policy to ensure gender quotas improves the level of women in 

higher positions and thus improves the gender pay gap. 

• Vulnerable groups can benefit from greater training opportunities, enabling access 

to better jobs. 

• However, vulnerable groups still suffer from discrimination. Thus, policies that 

address the need for social cohesion are beneficial. 

• Childcare availability is important to ensure women’s access to work. 

• Policies that neutralise gendered care stereotypes are beneficial, such as the policy 

of ensuring fathers take paternity leave. 

 

2.2 Education  

Access and attainment 

Regulations regarding childcare do not exclusively influence employment equality; there is 

clear evidence to show their impact on educational equality too. Again, evidence shows this 

is very gendered, with, for example, girls in Germany who have a child more likely to leave 

school than men in the same situation (Botsch 2015). Again, successful policies in this 

respect mirror the ones stated above, such as access to affordable childcare. Furthermore, 

taking into account the high dropout rate for females with children in both compulsory and 

tertiary education, it is important to address access to training courses. Similarly to 

employment opportunities, policies that enable flexibility are key here, with an example of 

success found in Greece. The Greek Law 4009/2011 on the organisation of higher education 

that introduced the operation of lifelong learning programmes in Lifelong Learning schools 

established in higher education institutions gave the opportunity for distance adult learning 

(EURYDICE, 2018). Additional problems can arise however in regards to the cost of training 

programmes, with many women unable to afford them. Thus, policy that addresses the 

funding of this issue, therefore enabling access, should be seen as a driver of success. An 

example of this can be found in Hungary, where a project has been launched to train adults 

in developing foreign language and IT competences resulting in improved employability. 

Access has been facilitated with the state, depending on participant’s place of residence, 

funding between 95% - 98% of the tuition fee (EURYDICE, 2018).  



Deliverable 6.2   

 

20 

 

Regardless of access issues, women who remain in compulsory education or continue to 

tertiary level education still face inequalities. On the one hand it is true that there is a clear 

trend throughout Europe of females obtaining higher results than males at all compulsory 

levels. For example, in Norway, girls perform better than boys in both primary and upper 

secondary education (Backe-Hansen and Huang 2014). This is often crosscutting, with the 

same being true for migrant groups. This is evident in Greece, where 32.9% of migrant men 

hold tertiary educational qualifications in comparison to 41.6% of migrant women 

(Karamessini, 2015). However, as established earlier, this does not act as a buffer against 

lower salaries and employment positions. A key explanation as to why the translation 

between attainment results and employment opportunities does not exist rests upon the 

gendered nature of subjects studied. Whereas countries who fail to address this issue and 

are complacent with such inequalities can be seen as actively preventing equality, there are 

notable examples of challenges to the issue. This is evident in Germany, where the state 

and NGO actors are successfully fostering an interest in the STEM fields. By utilising the 

campaign Komm Mach Mint, created by the Ministry of Education (Fiedler, 2013), so far 

over 87,400 girls have participated in activities that promote the STEM fields. This serves as 

evidence of policy that acts as a driver for success in educational equality despite being 

implemented outside educational institutional settings. An additional example of successful 

policy is found in Denmark, with the promotion of a “girl’s day in science”. Under this, 

companies open labs to girls from secondary schools to educate and make them aware 

about the employment opportunities in science. Moreover, Denmark can be commended 

for their recognition of the need to address vulnerable groups specifically in this matter. A 

study commissioned by the Ministry for Gender Quality on equality among ethnic minorities 

in Denmark concluded that “the efforts to strengthen the situation of ethnic minority 

women have resulted in a positive development in relation to educational patterns (leading 

to reduced differences in labour market participation rates), breaking the isolation of ethnic 

minority women through networks, and the agenda-setting of health issues among ethnic 

minority women” (Rolandsen Agustin, 2015). 

While these policies are positive in their attempt to reverse gendered subject differences, 

it is important to further explore why such differences exist. In this sense, policies aimed at 

fighting discrimination and gender stereotyping in general should be addressed. Barriers to 

overcoming inequality in this sense are frequent, with socialisation gained from the 

educational setting frequently dividing genders in regards to subject interest. There is 

however a clear attempt by many national governments to overcome this, building a future 

where this division is decreased. Successful actions are found in Portugal for example, 

where numerous policies have been designed to foster an environment free from gendered 

discrimination. This has included a review of all textbooks used, with a ruling that they 

cannot contain discriminatory content. Additionally, under the now compulsory subject of 
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‘Education for Citizenship’ Portugal has focused on educating students in inequality in order 

to generate awareness of prevailing issues and how these can generate divisions between 

genders. Similarly, such educational techniques are successful in Denmark in regards to 

education in asylum centres. Here, the rights of women and sexual minorities, gender 

relations and inequalities are taught, with language classes utilised to further this 

education. While these focus on the education of students, successful policies are also 

evidently ones that address the education of teachers in how to deal with such issues. A 

good practice in this respect is found in Spain, where sensitivity measures are developed 

for the student body alongside continuous training for the faculty in order to fight 

discrimination and prejudices.  

 

Tackling discrimination and gender violence 

One of the key areas linked to inequality in attainment is the prevalence of gender violence 

and discrimination in the educational setting. Data shows that there is a concerning level of 

violence faced by both women and vulnerable groups in regards to web harassment, 

bullying, physical violence and sexual violence which has a direct impact on success 

(UNESCO, 2017). 

Barriers to overcome this can be found in complacency and a lack of focus on informing 

students about the issues at hand. For many, particularly those from vulnerable groups, 

there is a lack of awareness of rights, coupled with stigmatisation of coming forward about 

incidents. Thus, a successful driver in tackling such issues is found in the production of 

materials that generate awareness in schools. This is the case in Norway, where the Council 

of Ministers is responsible for putting out leaflets on online rights, cyber bullying and also 

creating websites about gender violence. Of course, while this is beneficial, it does little if 

there is a lack of opportunity for victims to come forward. Thus, it is important to create 

spaces of both reporting and counselling, as seen in Greece with the setup of counselling 

services for victims. These techniques are strengthened with national governments putting 

pressure on schools, emphasising their role in tackling such issues and pushing them to 

implement such practices. This is the case in Denmark, where the Danish Action Plan insists 

that schools are required to ensure environments are conducive to children’s well-being, 

ensuring that they are assessed every 3 years in regards to relations between students and 

their peers in addition to staff relations. Similarly, in Catalonia, legislation states that the 

educational community must give a response to gender violence situations and is 

responsible for the protection of victims too. In order to facilitate this, successful drivers 

include the production of materials that share knowledge of good practices. A good 

example of this is found in Cyprus, where the Ministry of Education and Culture has created 
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a circular to prevent bullying with the aim of strengthening knowledge and preventative 

techniques in regards to gender based violence, homophobia and transphobia.  

As touched upon above, much of the policy aimed at combating gender violence in 

education also aims to help vulnerable groups such as LGBTI. This is a key area of equality 

competency, with LGBTI more likely to experience discrimination and violence in the 

educational setting. In Norway for example, in a study by the University of Stavanger (2009), 

it was found that bisexual 10th grade students are two times more likely to be bullied than 

their heterosexual peers. For homosexuals, this figure was even higher, with them being 

five times more likely. In regards to LGBTI anti-discrimination, there is great difference in 

policy and dedication throughout Europe, with some countries failing to acknowledge the 

problems faced in education at all. This is the case in Slovakia, where although there is a 

2009-2011 Action Plan for the Prevention of All Forms of Discrimination, the LGBTI plan was 

not approved by the government, meaning no specific guidelines or policy has been 

presented to schools. Likewise, in Hungary a similar barrier exists, with the Hatter Society 

(2017), an LGBTI advocacy group, reporting that the country has not lived up to the 

European Council’s recommendations to combat discrimination on the grounds of sexual 

orientation. Similarly to Slovakia, the failures here relate to the existence of only general 

provisions, with no specific policy directed towards LGBTI students. In contrast, success can 

be found in Norway, with the introduction of specific policy that has been successful in 

improving the experience of LGBTI individuals. Ranked as 2nd place in the ILGA Europe 2017 

annual review of the best countries for LGBTI, Norway’s specific policies have been found 

to generate spaces free from LGBTI bullying, where discrimination is discouraged and 

sympathy encouraged.  

Specific policy does not only refer to anti-discrimination legislation, rather, it also arises in 

regards to the education of all students in terms of LGBTI sexual education. This is 

something that is not dominant across Europe and again suffers from the short falls of 

legislation acting as mere provisions. This is the case in Denmark, where it is suggested that 

LGBTI should be covered in education, but the state has refrained from making it 

compulsory. Ultimately, it is suggested that this lack of understanding and lack of 

highlighting the community leads to greater discrimination. On the other hand, increased 

awareness of the community has been gained in the Netherlands, with the implementation 

of the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science’s Straight Gay Alliance Programme. 

Utilising the system originally developed in the USA, this system has sought to educate 

groups on differences and understanding, making the LGBTI population visible in schools 

and thus decrease discrimination by promoting awareness.  
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Education is thus clearly an important area to address in fighting gender inequality. It acts 

as an arena where inequalities are born and socialisation of gendered behaviours can 

increase. There is clearly evidence that in regards to attainment levels, girls generally outdo 

boys in compulsory education, however, it is important to keep in mind that this does not 

act as a buffer in the employment market. By means of a summary, the drivers and barriers 

found of educational equality are highlighted below: 

• Adult education is important to increase equality, especially in regards to lone 

parents or women from a vulnerable background. Barriers include a lack of 

affordability or places, in addition to a lack of recognition of barriers women face in 

accessing classes. 

• A big problem that remains is the gendered division in subject choices. Successful 

policy includes acts that encourage female involvement in hard sciences and the 

removal of stereotypical resources in an educational setting. 

• Discrimination and gendered violence are still prevalent in schools, harming 

vulnerable women. Policy that has worked relates to training teachers and students 

in gender relations, how to deal with conflict and understanding of different groups.  

 

2.3 Health 

Gender violence  

Of course, it is not just in the educational setting that policy aims to address gender 

violence. In all SOLIDUS countries studied there is evidence of policy addressed to tackle the 

issue in terms of preventative and supportive mechanisms, albeit at different levels of 

prominence.  

One of the key concerns in this area is the ability victims have to come forward, to seek help 

or report such incidents to the relevant bodies of law. Issues in this area are seen as relating 

to the levels of stigmatisation in society and also awareness of practitioners themselves. 

With this in mind, many successful national government strategies have not focused on 

victims themselves but instead actors such as health practitioners and their ability to detect 

violence. Good practices in this respect are found in Spain, with the 2004 Protection 

Measures Against Gender Violence providing training to healthcare practitioners. 

Furthermore, in the autonomous community of Andalusia, the Project Red Forma has built 

on this, engaging health care workers in activities that develop sensitivity and improve 

detection ability. This has been largely successful in fulfilling its aim of enabling practitioners 

to identify gender violence in one visit using a set of indicators. These policies are further 

strengthened with the emphasis of the need for collaboration between different actors, 

acknowledging the need for a multi-dimensional approach. For example, in Cyprus, there is 
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currently preparation for a manual of interdepartmental procedures, giving a framework of 

multi-agency cooperation between social welfare, police, health, education, law and non-

governmental actors. Such successful policies commonly base themselves in scientific 

knowledge, as is the case in the Netherlands. Here, studies by various women’s studies 

departments at Dutch universities have led to the development of expertise in prevention 

and detection in various areas such as social work, nursing, law and psychology.  

While reporting and detecting incidents is a positive step forwards, this ultimately means 

little if the intuitions, networks of solidarity and spaces of help are not available for victims. 

Importance here is given to the creation of women’s refuge centres, something that in many 

countries, such as Norway and the Netherlands, can be traced back to the feminist 

movement of the 1970s. More recent successful advances in this area can be found in 

Greece, where since 2006, European funded projects such as Daphne, Stop and the 

European Social Fund have been utilised to set up centres, shelters, national level 

counselling services and local level treatment options for women. However, it should be 

noted that barriers in this arena have come into play following the financial crisis of 2008, 

resulting in the increased difficulty for victims of gender violence to obtain support. 

Essentially, the crisis can be seen as having a two-fold negative impact. On the one hand, it 

can be seen as influencing and increasing the levels of occurrence. It has been suggested 

that the increase in unemployment and the contested masculinity issues that manifest 

during such times have acted as a catalyst for increased domestic violence levels. Statistics 

in Greece seem to confirm this, with the country experiencing a 12% increase since 2008 in 

those who know someone in their neighbourhood or social network that has been a victim 

of domestic abuse (Huffington Post, 2015). While this evidently suggests that there should 

be an increase in support available, the second negative impact of the crisis can be seen in 

the decrease in available provision. Domestic violence services have not been isolated from 

the austerity measures undertaken by European Member States, instead they have been 

negatively impacted, with funding slashed and shelters closed. One notable example of this 

is the measures undertaken by the Hungarian government. Large cuts to funding has 

negatively affected non-governmental organisations such as NaNe, the hotline for female 

victims, but also state funded centres. In a study by H2020 funded project TransCrisis 

(2017), it was found that in 2011, the government cut off places for over 40 female victims 

in crisis shelters. This has been described as highly adverse, furthered by the fact that under 

European Values in a country the size of Hungary, there should be over 1000 places.  

 Access to services 

One important aspect of gendered differences in access to health services relates to the 

ability to obtain reproductive and sexual health information, as well as access to 

contraception.  On one level, an important element of this relates to the ease of access to 
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abortion, an issue where legal practices vary across the Member States. Ireland serves as a 

severe example of the problems with reduced access in this area, being the only country 

where abortion is illegal. Despite the fact that failure to comply with this rule can result in 

a fourteen year prison sentence, this does not seem to decrease the number of abortions. 

In 2016, 3,265 Irish women travelled to the UK for abortion services and worryingly, 

approximately three women a day procured abortion pills online, taking them without the 

administration of a doctor (Dept. of Health, 2017). Another layer in this field relates to 

access to contraception, which again is subject to vastly different rules and regulations 

within Europe. However, it is worth mentioning that a positive driver in this respect is the 

growing trend in greater liberalization. This is evident in Germany for example, where the 

morning after bill became available for girls aged over 14 without the need for a prescription 

in 2015. Policies such as this, coupled with increased liberalized teaching of contraception 

and sexual health can be viewed as drivers in equality, reducing unwanted pregnancies. 

Regardless of the universal legislation mentioned, there are still issues that prevent groups 

from accessing not only contraceptive and reproductive healthcare, but also healthcare in 

general. In many cases, the success or failures or providing access to healthcare rests upon 

legislation on who is deemed as entitled, for example, decisions based on universality, 

employment or citizenship. In regards to employment, it has already been established that 

females are more likely to experience unemployment than males, suggesting the need for 

health care policies that acknowledge this and do not punish women in regards to access if 

they are undertaking unpaid care work. Countries such as Slovakia serve as a negative 

example of this, with unemployment leading to 500,000 inhabitants (10% of the population) 

failing to meet the national contributions necessary to receive health insurance. 

Furthermore, negative examples of policy are found in Hungary, where there is again a lack 

of acknowledgement of the need to address vulnerable groups in this respect. Despite 

understanding that gender interacts negatively with socioeconomic, ethnic and territorial 

factors in regards to health, Hungary has not developed any health policy for vulnerable 

women. On the contrary, drivers for success are seen in Denmark, where there is an 

acknowledgement of the need to address the gendered social circumstances that can 

impact health access: under the Danish Act of Equal Treatment between Men and Women 

in Insurance, Pension and Similar Matters (2015), it is ensured that each person has the 

right to sickness benefits if temporary unemployed, self-employed, on maternity leave, 

retired or disabled.  

When looking at specific policy for vulnerable groups, it is important to address the situation 

for LGBTI people. Throughout the countries studied, different approaches exist in regards 

to how to promote health equality in this respect, with successful drivers seen when there 

is an acknowledgement of the need to set up specific practices and legislation. In many 
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instances, this simply refers to the introduction of laws that ensure the same access rights 

to services, such as artificial reproduction. This is an area rife with divisions across Europe, 

with some countries such as the Netherlands and Denmark offering IVF procedures to single 

mothers and non-heterosexual couples while others offer acute restrictions in this area. 

This is the case in Spain, where tougher restrictions have limited equality in this sense, with 

procedures only being offered to heterosexual couples since 2006. This type of division in 

policy largely echoes the dedication of countries in pursuing an agenda of equality in the 

health of LGBTI communities. In many countries, there is a clear non-interest in the issue, 

as seen in Greece for example, where the lack of any specific LGBTI policy acts as a barrier 

to both equal access and a decline in the taboo nature of sexual orientation in Greek society. 

Furthermore, there is a concerning trend across Europe of failure to address the mental 

health needs of the LGBTI community. A barrier to improvements in this area is found in 

countries, such as Hungary, where there is solely a focus on physical health, mainly in 

relation to STIs, and a lack of acknowledgment of the need to provide mental health 

services. This becomes increasingly worrying when looking at the fact that in Norway for 

example, LGBTI people are more likely to commit suicide than their heterosexual 

counterparts (Malterud and Anderssen, 2014), a trend that is shown as common across 

Europe.  

 

Gendered inequality clearly persists in regards to health in all Member States studied, 

particularly in regards to gender violence. Evidence shows how countries who have imposed 

greater austerity measures, cutting back funding for civil society, have made the situation 

worse for many vulnerable women. The main findings are highlighted below: 

• Gender violence is tackled best when a collaborative approach is used. This includes 

collaboration, training and sharing of best practices with different actors in health, 

law, social work, education and other areas.  

• Austerity has had a negative effect on the provision of gender violence services. A 

barrier is the cutting back of women’s refuge shelters, helplines and support groups. 

• There is a need for training of healthcare practitioners in regards to how to address 

issues in a sensitive, culturally aware way. 

• The access vulnerable groups have to healthcare is something that needs to be 

addressed, with understanding of specific issues that could prevent such access. 

• Mental health services designed to help the LGBTI community should be improved 

and available.  
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2.4 Housing 

Access and affordability for vulnerable groups  

In terms of housing policy, it is hard to find legislation that is specifically and overtly related 

to gender. This is prevalent not just in policy but also in academic analysis, meaning issues 

such a female single parents and the problems they face are often overlooked. It is clear 

that much policy that can be seen as influencing the housing issue for women comes under 

overarching umbrella policies. In this respect, policy on affordable housing should be 

scrutinized, with the availability of social and low cost housing seen as beneficial for women 

due to the fact they typical occupy more low paid professions. Thus, in areas such as Spain, 

where only 2% of houses are social housing (Llop, 2016), and the UK, where rents in housing 

associations are rising and the stock of social housing is being decreased with the right to 

buy scheme and lack of new builds, it could be interpreted that women are faring worse in 

the housing situation. Drivers that overcome this problem are found in policies that address 

such issues, increasing the stock of affordable housing. This is the case in Slovakia for 

example, where a new approved State Housing Policy Concept to 2020 has recently been 

approved, aiming to change the situation of a lack of social housing for vulnerable groups 

(this is currently almost non-existent, with only 1.8% of flats owned by municipalities and 

not all of these are social housing). Slovakia has made a commitment to bring state and 

housing market actors together to address the need for greater suitable housing for 

disadvantaged groups, aiming to improve standards and affordability. Although Hungary 

lacks national level policy to address this, successful actions can be attributed due to the 

fact the legal framework allows local governments to decide if they want to maintain or 

construct social housing units for citizens, primarily single women with children. This is 

somewhat contradictory to the help provided at a national level, where the help offered in 

regards to housing access is somewhat restrictive. It is clear when looking at Hungarian 

policy that there is currently a clear emphasis on the importance to help and fund ‘families’ 

and help for housing is not inseparable from this semantic. Rather, the government stresses 

the offer of help for only families, suggesting that barriers are present in regards to single 

parents, typically women. 

Nonetheless, there is a trend across Europe of increasingly unaffordable housing, and as a 

result, it comes as little surprise that there has been a substantial increase in homelessness. 

In Member States hit particularly hard by the crisis and austerity measures this is especially 

true. For example, in Ireland, statistics show that there has been a 37% increase in 

homelessness since 2016, with 7,400 people currently homeless (Focus Ireland, 2017). 

Interestingly, much work in regards to helping the homeless is not actually initiated at a 

governmental level. Rather, civil society can be seen as key in providing shelters and 

rehabilitation programs. While statistics suggest that homelessness is predominantly a male 
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issue, the SOLIDUS research has questioned whether this is related to the phenomena of 

‘invisible female homelessness’. Regardless, as a result of higher unemployment, a decrease 

in wages and an increase in house prices it is evident that female homelessness is on the 

increase in many European countries. Furthermore, in Ireland, evidence shows that out of 

those who are homeless with families, 66% are lone parents (Focus Ireland, 2017). As 

already established, females are more likely to be single parents, suggesting a greater 

increase in women experiencing homelessness. This brings into question the importance of 

increased shelters available for women, with the prevalence of male only shelters serving 

as a barrier to equality. In Hungary for example, the majority of accommodation offered by 

the non-governmental organization SHELTER is available only for males, with just a few 

spaces of accommodation offered for couples and a very small amount offered for women. 

This highlights the need for further research on the issue, focusing on how the female 

homeless can be helped and assisted. 

Nonetheless, there has been a positive advance in providing accommodation for victims of 

domestic and sexual abuse, a key catalyst of homelessness for many women. The 

introduction of shelters and centres for victims and survivors has already been described 

above within the section on health. However, it is also important to note the relevant 

legislation that has affected this issue and resulted in decreasing the number of females 

having to choose between homelessness or staying with a violent partner. An example of a 

successful policy in this respect in this respect can be found in the German 2002 Protection 

against Violence Act. With this, power was provided to remove offenders of domestic 

violence from homes on the spot, regardless of shared living arrangements. Similar policies 

exist in other member states, such as the 2010 Dutch law which prevents perpetrators of 

domestic abuse from entering a home they had offended in, regardless of marital or 

ownership status. Such legislation should be praised for their ability to act as drivers 

towards equality and better standards for victims of abuse.  

 

Housing is clearly an area that has been impacted negatively by the financial crisis and the 

austerity measures that followed. Throughout the member states studied, a common trend 

is the increase in homelessness and lack of affordable social housing. The key drivers and 

barriers found are summarized below: 

• There is a need to address the lack of available affordable housing in many countries. 

Countries that ignore this issue are effectively implementing barriers to social 

inclusion and the equality of women from vulnerable groups. 

• Homelessness is on the increase and new facilities need to be developed to reflect 

the increase of female homelessness. 
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• A driver to successful equality measures is the introduction of laws that prevent 

gender violence victims from having to choose between homelessness or staying 

with a violent partner. This includes laws that prohibit an offender from visiting a 

property where they have offended, despite marital status. 

 

2.5 Civic Engagement 

Decision making 

Throughout all SOLIDUS countries studied, it remains clear that there is a trend of women 

being underrepresented at decision-making levels. This is evident in the majority of 

countries in regards to political positions, managerial positions and board positions.  This 

underrepresentation at all levels of political and public life serves as a key barrier to equality 

due to the long fight women often have to involve themselves in to be heard. Denmark 

serves as an exception to this in the political sphere, with all of the Danish government’s 

top positions being occupied by women; females are head of the Democratic Party, the 

Socialist People Party and the Social Liberal Party (Preisler 2013). However, Denmark lags 

behind its Nordic neighbours in regards to positions in the private sector, with most 

positions of responsibility and decision making continuing to be held by men. A key factor 

that can be seen as attributing to this is Denmark’s lack of uptake of quota systems. Such 

frameworks can be seen as drivers of success, making it legally binding for companies to 

employ women in higher positions in order to fulfil the legal criteria. This is the case in the 

Netherlands for example, where at least 30% of positions in the board of directors in large 

cooperation’s must be held by women. Perhaps the most famous and successful example 

of this policy type is found in Norway, where the law mandating a gender quota on boards 

of all public limited liability companies ensures that at least 40% of all positions are held by 

women. This is often attributed as being a key factor as to why Norway has risen to the 

highest position in the world in regards to female workers in managerial and decision-

making positions.  

 

Engagement of Women and vulnerable groups in citizenship issues. 

In regards to legislation and policy dedicated to including women and vulnerable groups, 

such as LGBTI, in citizenship issues, an analysis shows that it is scarce. This is damaging not 

only for the lack of diverse voices in society but also for the mentally damaging impact it 

can have on individuals. One such barrier that creates this is the level of importance a 

country attaches to citizenship or nationality in the ability to participate in societal decisions 

such as voting. In areas where citizenship is a provision for civic participation, often non-
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nationals face difficulties in getting involved. This is indeed the case in Greece, where 

although there was an attempt to pass Law 3830/2010 granting political rights to third 

country nationals at a local level, it was deemed unconstitutional. Coupled with the fact 

access to citizenship is limited, this therefore acts as a barrier for political participation and 

representation, limiting the involvement of much of Greece’s population.  

As a result, an access space to participation for such vulnerable groups is often via civil 

society organizations. Such groups provide space for the exchange of ideas and beliefs on a 

range of ideas as well as providing a space to engage with community, gain support and 

develop resistance. This is not solely isolated to migrants, rather, many vulnerable groups 

benefit from such initiatives. For example, LGBTI groups can benefit from such spaces. In 

order to support this, however, funding is required, often at a state level. With the cuts in 

funding that occurred following the crisis and the implementation of austerity measures, 

paradoxically a situation exists where fewer spaces for citizenship activities exist while at 

the same time they are increasingly needed. For example, the crisis has rendered many 

women increasingly lonely, experiencing greater isolation, as a result of less community 

activities and less support for care work. Furthermore, this issue is felt by the disabled 

community, who have felt cuts in support throughout Europe as a result of the crisis. The 

lack of funding to enable the payment of a carer or mobility appliances have left many 

disabled people increasingly stuck in their homes, preventing them from actively 

participating in society.  

Thus, in regards to ensuring civic engagement equality, the analysis suggests that on the 

one hand, a driver is hard policy. On the other, there is a need for collaboration with civil 

society, a tool that can bridge the gap between society and policymaking. Drivers and 

barriers are therefore as follows: 

• Hard policy in regards to quotas in the public and private sphere. Quotas that ensure 

representation of women is required are beneficial for increased equality. 

• Collaboration with civil society is beneficial. By collaborating with civil society, access 

is gained to vulnerable groups who may not typically be involved in citizenship issues 

in other spaces. Support should be demonstrated often via funding.  

 

2.6 Concluding remarks on social policies 

While there are substantial differences between Member States in regards to what works 

and what does not in decreasing gendered inequality, it is clear there are common trends. 

Throughout all five areas of employment, education, health, housing and civic engagement 

and within various European countries, trends are apparent in regards to drivers and 

barriers of equality. The analysis of policy has proven that gendered discrimination is very 
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much multidimensional and cross-sectional, with themes being repeated in different areas 

of social life. This relates not only to specific issues that have gained importance as a result 

of the crisis and austerity measures but also longstanding issues of inequality, that continue 

to prevail across all countries. 

 

Barrier: A decrease in state funding 

In regards to the impact of the crisis, a key barrier that manifests is the reduction of state 

spending on both publicly ran services and the funding of non-governmental organizations. 

This manifests in an almost paradoxical way, with the impact of cuts in care services directly 

hindering women, generating greater care work, while cuts and activation measures in 

welfare benefits mean there is less time or ability to commit to care work. This time 

limitation ultimately decreases the ability of women to partake in civil society and exercise 

citizenship. In order to overcome this, greater accessibility is needed to spaces of solidarity, 

where networks can be built and resistance developed. Ultimately, this brings in the 

importance of civil society and funding for such organizations. 

 

Barrier: Lack of regard for unpaid care 

This does however ultimately relate to a lack of regard for unpaid care work. While this has 

been exemplified by the crisis and austerity measures implemented, this is a longstanding 

issue that deserves greater attention. While it is important to address and change 

stereotypical views and behaviours in society, this also needs to be managed in regards to 

the creation of specific policy. It is clear in many thematic areas covered that general 

provisions and umbrella legislations do not adequately address the specific needs of 

women, and in particular, women of vulnerable groups. Legislation which actively, for 

example, focuses on the specific situation faced by LGBTI groups is a greater driver of 

success in achieving equality and better standards in all areas. 

 

Driver: Inclusion of vulnerable voices 

In order to achieve this, another area that needs to be addressed is the inclusion of women 

and vulnerable groups in decision making processes, whether it be through official positions 

or enabling the space to voice concerns. Specific quotas have been seen to be successful in 

this respect, allowing women to enter higher positions and have input in decision-making. 

However, this is still limited in regards to vulnerable groups. Additionally, the lack of trust 

faced by many vulnerable groups and women in institutions due to years of oppression 

should be acknowledged. A greater attempt at gaining trust could conversely be gained by 
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greater representation at senior levels but also by increased anti-discrimination laws and a 

focus on increasing public awareness about the issues faced by women. 

Ultimately, it is clear that the successful practices seen throughout the European Member 

States need to be consolidated, with a sharing of knowledge utilized to improve legislation. 

While the European Union does attempt to do this, further work can be done. 

 

3. Recommendations for the inclusion of gender in European 

social policies: findings from the research.  

 

While general recommendations have been touched upon above, it is important to note the 

importance of context on gender policies. Ultimately, different policy histories and different 

economic and social climates foster policies differently, with needs differing throughout 

European Member States. Furthermore, the analysis completed so far has largely relied on 

national level statistics or academic analysis and has lacked in the inclusion of voices from 

those women who have experienced the effects of austerity and discrimination. With this 

in mind, the SOLIDUS project has attempted to complement the existing analysis with the 

inclusion of results from various interviews and focus groups with representatives from four 

countries across Europe: Spain, Ireland, Cyprus and the Netherlands.  

Participants in the interviews consisted of experts in the area and included academic 

experts, social activists and policy makers that work in relation to gender issues. Questions 

and discussions focused on the exploration of the gender perspective’s inclusion in different 

social policies and initiatives explored during previous SOLIDUS work. The analysis of this 

data has enabled a greater understanding of the situation women face in the Member 

States studied, allowing for deeper knowledge of the impact the crisis has had on women 

and vulnerable groups. Furthermore, evidence of successful acts of solidarity in a gender 

perspective have been gained. Such knowledge has been utilized to develop policy 

recommendations at a European and national level.  

This section thus presents the main findings from each country individually, focusing on the 

key thematic areas of housing, health, education, employment and civic engagement. The 

results of the fieldwork are presented in regards to what is seen as successful and what is 

seen as needed. 
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3.1 Fieldwork 

The following section is developed utilising contributions from fieldwork carried out in four 

SOLIDUS countries: The Netherlands, Cyprus, Ireland and Spain. This consisted of a total of 

thirty five in-depth interviews with experts on gender issues. 

The participants in the interviews were comprised of panels of experts and stakeholders, 

with people coming from different backgrounds. This included experts, vulnerable groups, 

policy makers, social activists and those involved in the five policy areas of SOLIDUS (health, 

education, employment, civic engagement and housing). These participants were selected 

based on their knowledge and experience of dealing with gender issues. For more 

information and a detailed description of participants please see Appendix I.  

The interviews were conducted utilising communicative methodology, engaging in 

egalitarian dialogue. They were structured in regards to the key areas of fender policy 

identified within Work Package 6, encouraging participants to discuss the specific issues.  

 

3.2 The Netherlands 

Gender equality in the Netherlands was, and remains, somewhat ambivalent in nature. 

While there is evidence of a public commitment to gender equality, born in the creation of 

the Directorate of Emancipation in 1970, progress has not followed an even path. By means 

of an example of this ambivalence, it is worth addressing briefly women’s labour market 

participation. To do this it is worth addressing the Netherland’s position on the World 

Economic Forum’s annual gender equality ranking. For example, whereas in 2006, the 

Netherlands came in at 12th place, in 2016 it dropped to 16th and in 2017, 32nd. Notable 

factors for this relate largely to employment, with gendered contract types particularly 

prevalent. In other areas, it is worth noting that the Netherlands succeeds well, for example, 

in 2017 they were ranked 1st in terms of educational equality. Regardless, although work is 

needed to improve equality and maintain the issues visibility, it is evident substantial 

improvement has been achieved in all of the five thematic areas. Similar scenes are seen in 

regards to vulnerable groups. Whereas an analysis of policy suggests clear dedication to 

LGBTI improvements, less positive steps have been taken in regards to vulnerable groups 

such as migrants and refugees. In regards to the impact of the financial crisis, although the 

Netherlands was not hit as hard as other countries, the ripples were still felt across the 

country. While initially, an emphasis was given on dealing with the crisis via tax increases, 

austerity measures have been implemented, having a direct negative impact on women’s 

position, particularly in regards to the labour market. Such measures are proven to have a 

worse effect on vulnerable groups, particularly elderly women in rural areas and migrant 

women in urban areas.  
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What follows is an overview of the situation in the five key thematic areas. The situation is 

explored as well as an introduction to the policies implemented that have affected women 

in these areas. Furthermore, using data from the interviews conducted with Dutch experts’ 

policy recommendations are compiled. 

 

Employment. 

The Gender Wage Gap 

As touched upon above, the Netherlands drop in the Global Gender Gap Index (World 

Economic Forum, 2017) is largely attributed to women’s labour market participation, wage 

inequality and the earned income gap. A clear age difference exists in regards to the gender 

wage gap, with young women and men (20 to 40) having a difference of 5% in the public 

sector, substantially lower than the 15% for older people (40-65). Similarly, in the private 

sector, the differences are 15% to 25% respectively. Analysis of the gap seems to suggest 

that reasons for it largely relate to the gendered construction of the labour market. By this, 

it is meant access to the market, chances, as well as choices, for sectors, working weeks and 

careers that explains almost half the gender wage gap. Thus, cultural and social factors are 

viewed as being the underlying factors. 

 In regards to the situation for vulnerable groups, concrete data is hard to find. A key factor 

for this is the fact that no ethnic registration of employees exists; meaning analysis of the 

gender pay gap on migrant and ethnic minority women is hard to find. However, as a trade 

union advisor suggested in the interviews, there is a strong suspicion that wage 

discrimination in ethnic minorities exists. This is seen for example in the protests of cleaning 

workers asking for a higher wage. Trade unions are seeking to initially begin to overcome 

this issue by ensuring the collective agreements contain reference to ethnic minorities, 

including a sentence that highlights the wage gap in this respect.  

Current governmental policy response aimed at tackling the gap largely relates to the idea 

of it being a common problem and thus a common responsibility, with a focus on involving 

employers, employees and the government. Therefore, in the past year the government 

has developed several strategies such as agenda setting in some collective agreement 

negotiations and awareness raising via public campaigns. Trade unions also play a vital part 

in addressing the issue, campaigning, and as mentioned above, negotiating equal payments 

in collective agreements. An example of the important work trade unions do in this respect 

is the active approaching of companies in order to get them to screen employees’ wages to 

detect unjust and unfair gender payments. In this sense success can be found in the 

provision of ‘good practices’, with unions helping companies with guidelines on parental 

leave and the inclusion of employees’ say on working hours. 
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In terms of suggestions for change, the trade union representative discussed the limitations 

of transparency, suggesting it is not enough. Rather, it was suggested that a focus be given 

to explainable unequal payments as a result of part-time jobs or interrupted careers. This 

links into the importance of addressing care work adequately, focusing on the need for high-

quality care provisions or paid care leaves. Furthermore, the pressure faced in female 

dominated jobs such as care and education work was questioned in regards to their part 

time nature and thus, hourly pay instead of typical career pay. This brings in the idea of the 

need for governments to review such situations, understanding that while people are 

unable to increase the 32 hours spent in a job often due to its high-pressured nature, this 

should not mean they are prevented from having a career salary.  

Work and family life reconciliation 

Similarly to the UK and Germany, the Netherlands is often described as being laggard in 

regards to work-care policies in comparison to the Scandinavian countries, with policies 

characterized by both familiastic corporatism and liberalism. A key component of Dutch 

employment law, and thus, important to understanding work-care reconciliation, is the 

prominence of protected part time jobs since the 1980s. With this in mind, leave after 

childbirth is not as strong as in many countries. Paternity leave remains weak, with 5 days 

being granted and long-term care being unpaid. Childcare is fragmented, available for those 

aged 3 months until school starting age, which is four. However, this is limited, with the 

mass amount of childcare being commercialized, fragmented and not transparent. While 

tax related subsidies exist in regards to access, compensation has been vulnerable to 

political decision making over the few years, affected by, for example, the crisis.  

In regards to addressing the issue, the fieldwork has demonstrated the need for policy 

makers and activists to be sensitive to the dominant culture in the Netherlands, often 

described as “motherhood culture”. This refers to the desire by women, but also 

increasingly men, to work part-time in order to take care for their children themselves for 

at least one day per week. This echoes the sentiment of the desire for flexibility in choices, 

with civilians wanting the ability to choose their arrangements and change it during the life 

course. Thus, it was suggested that parental leave should be paid at least at minimum wage 

level by the government for six-weeks. Currently, the proposal of 70% of the former salary 

prevents those who receive low incomes from having the freedom to take it up.  

While radical work-care reforms are not currently expected due to the makeup of the 

coalition government, the changing nature of policies in recent decades in Netherlands can 

be seen as negatively affecting women. A respondent suggested that change has occurred 

in such policies frequently, in regards to morality and ideology as well as implementation. 

This can be linked to the lack of trust women have in the Dutch government, with instability 

preventing a long-term perspective from being gained. Furthermore, the danger in being 



Deliverable 6.2   

 

36 

 

complacent with the idea that solidarity among female representatives in the government 

is a precondition. Rather, it was suggested that there is a growing reliance on the work of 

women’s movements and trade unions that operate outside the political arena. Such groups 

have been cited as key to pressuring the government into making policy changes.  

 

Civic engagement. 

In regards to decision making, the Netherlands has a shortage of women represented in 

highest-level jobs. In 2016, only 10% of board members of the top 100 Dutch companies 

were female, and 25% of the higher management functions in all sectors of the Dutch labour 

marker were women (Dirven and Portegijs, 2016). Some improvement has been seen in 

traditionally male dominated sectors such as the transport industry, where top positions 

are comprise of 28% women. Further inequalities are found in governmental departments, 

where only 30% of top positions are held by women. Again, explanations as to why this is 

often fall on the over representation in part-time work, however, there is also a lack of 

political pressure on companies to change. 

However, in 2015, the parliament decided to ‘oblige companies and organisations to 

account for their applied diversity policy in their annual reports’ (TK, 2015). Currently, large 

corporations and foundations in social services are obliged to have at least 30% female 

representation in the board of directors. A “Women Quota” has been utilized as an almost 

threat to companies, with the idea of pushing them to take self-responsibility. However, the 

fieldworks shows that such quotas are not popular even among policy makers. Instead, self-

responsibility is demonstrated by potential candidate databases being shown to 

corporations, demonstrating that suitable candidates, who are women, do exist.  

 

Education. 

Educational equality in the Netherlands mirrors much of the norm in Europe. Girls tend to 

do well within the system, with more girls entering tertiary education. Similarly, despite 

migrant groups falling behind Dutch natives, girls with a migration background also 

outperform boys with a migration background. Similarly, gendered fields of study also exist, 

with few girls studying technical subjects. In regards to women from vulnerable groups, 

subsidies exist available for organization that want to tackle functional illiteracy, which in 

practice, mainly involve women with a migrant background. 

Access to education is not an issue in terms of youth and children, but access to adult 

education remains scarce. Civil society has increasingly become important in bridging this 

gap, training volunteers to guide illiterate women back into the labour market. In order to 
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improve this, it is suggested that simplification is required. Currently, there is a need of 

effort in regards to dealing with civil servants, convincing them of the project, and on 

training volunteers and recruiting participants on the other hand. In order to improve such 

services, increased knowledge sharing is suggested, with an engagement by similar 

solidarity initiatives and municipalities.  

 

Health 

Access 

Health insurance is a right for all citizens in the Netherlands, with children below the age of 

18 also receiving healthcare and dental care for free. In regards to reproduction, artificial 

provisions, such as IVF are provided for until the age of 42. In most cases, these are also 

accessible for single women and non-heterosexual women. Similarly, services for 

transgender people are at a high standard, paid for by basic health insurance.  

The media has been utilized well in order to increase public understanding and support for 

gender transition. However, tension still arises in regards to some old and minority groups, 

such as strict Christian and Muslim communities. During the interviews, it was suggested 

that this could be improved with doctors increasing their understanding of diversity. This is 

viewed as needing first confrontation and then awareness raising activities. Furthermore, it 

was suggested that a barrier to increased equality is the fact that doctors deal with the body 

part they are trained in rather than the person, if this changed, greater acceptance could 

be gained. Similar sentiments were discussed in regards to LGBTI sexual health, particularly 

in regards to aids. A recommendation in this sense here was the increased awareness that 

dealing with the issue of aids is not isolated to the LGBTI community, rather it is a public 

benefit, and something that should be framed as a solidarity project. 

Gender-based violence 

The Dutch government places gender-based violence high on its agenda, with shelters, 

centres and services prominent since the 1970s. Legislation exists that addressed 

harassment orders as well as the creation of intervention programs. The Netherlands takes 

a largely cooperative approach to the issue, with strong links between professionals such 

as doctors, social workers, activists and psychologists being taken into account.  

Regardless, problems still persist, with the Netherlands ranking relatively low on gender-

based violence in the Eurobarometer. In the interview discussions, it was suggested that a 

factor for this is the lack of public debate on the issue, with a decrease in protest events 

due to the continued social stigma. This feeds into the idea of the problem with being 

complacent with solely preventative mechanisms, highlighting the danger of the reduced 
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solidarity practice as a result of professionalization of a social issue. In order to tackle this 

issue, it is suggested that the government needs to do more in terms of awareness creating 

activities, particularly in regards to engaging young people. One example of how this can be 

accomplished is the idea of following the example of the US and Canada in producing 

sitcoms, series and movies on the subject. Additionally, there is a call for interventions in 

schools, with initiatives engaging young people in discussing the issue. An Example of this 

are seen in the Dutch groups Beat the Macho, where boys are the group in focus, supported 

in developing their self-image, understanding borderlines and helped to foster a caring, 

passive attitude in relationships. This serves as an important reminder that although many 

initiatives that aim to tackle gender violence focus on girls, it is equally important to focus 

on boys in order to achieve change.  

 

3.3 Cyprus 

Gender equality legislation in Cyprus is largely harmonious with that of EU legislation and 

directives, both before and after joining the European Union in 2004. This has, however, led 

to a substantial number of developments in the past decade, with numerous measures in 

relation to gender equality being passed. Furthermore, there is also commitment to 

international human rights instruments that cover all areas of gender equality, including 

LGBTI discrimination. However, it was only in 1998 that homosexuality became legalized.  

However, since the 2006 World Economic Forum report on gender equality (Hasmann et 

al., 2006), Cyprus has ranked similarly throughout the last decade, showing little 

improvement. In fact, in 2017, Cyprus ranked at number 99, with Hungary being the only 

European country to score lower. When analysing the scores in different areas, it is evident 

that educational equality is not the reason for this; rather it is largely related to professional 

equality. Additionally, political empowerment levels remain unequal, with a failure to 

include women in top governmental positions. 

In terms of the impact of the crisis, Cyprus was not immune from rising social inequality. 

Unemployment grew steeply, adding to the already high prevalence. Austerity measures 

were also implemented, with welfare budgets in regards to education, research and health 

cut. As women, alongside youth and immigrants, are typically concentrated in low paid 

precarious employment in Cyprus, this can be seen as having an over proportionate 

detrimental effect.  

 



Deliverable 6.2   

 

39 

 

Employment. 

In terms of employment, Cyprus faces similar problems as the rest of the European Member 

States in regards to wage gaps and gendered occupations. Although law exists to prevent 

discrimination of LGBTI in employment, no prosecutions have been made since its 

introduction. A factor for this is often seen as being due to the fact that despite the 

existence of various laws, most women and members of the LGBTI community do not fight 

back. This is seen as contributing to the lack of priority given to the area by the Cypriot 

government. 

Reducing the gender pay gap 

According to the latest data by Eurostat (2015), the gender pay gap in Cyprus stands at 14%, 

slightly under the EU average of 16%. However, it is worth highlighting that experts 

interviewed voiced their concern with the way such a gap is measured, citing that they 

presume it to be bigger. In this sense, they referred to the fact that it takes into account the 

hourly rate of women instead of the daily income, thus failing to take into account the 

percentage of women in part time jobs, a key factor in inequality and prominent in Cyprus.  

In regards to existing policies that exist in an attempt to tackle this issue, the introduction 

of the minimum wage is cited as a good practice due to its ability to help those in low paid 

professions, typically women. Additionally, legal framework exists in regards to gender 

equality in employment prohibiting discrimination in any context. However, it is worth 

pointing out that concerns have been raised in regards to the actual success of such a policy, 

with little evaluation having taken place. This is something that could be strengthened, with 

each policy in this arena evaluated in both a short term and long-term context in order to 

discover its success and failures. 

 Successful policies were generally attributed to EU funded projects, working in 

collaboration with the Ministry of Labour and Social Security. Such projects have included 

awareness raising campaigns, training of key professionals, inspections and information 

visits to local business and more. In particular, the training was viewed by interviewees as 

a strength due to the fact they allowed the ministry to conduct job evaluations. This was 

argued as necessary due to the fact that despite gender equality policies existing in 

companies, it is perceived there is little understanding as to how discrimination manifests. 

However, it was argued that more should be done in order to conduct job evaluations. A 

policy suggestion thus is the need for stakeholders to draft job evaluations based on Cypriot 

data, recording in detail the tasks per position, acknowledging the fact that employers 

underestimate female skills.  

A further policy suggestion related to the idea of open salaries and pay transparency, 

something that is utilized in other Member States.  However, it is important to take into 
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account the fact that Cyprus is a small country. Thus, the typical regulations that require 

only large companies of say, more than 100 employees, will not be as successful in this 

context. Rather, it is important to base this on a lower number of employees, with the board 

of a company also being transparent in terms of salary.  

The idea of a more collaborative effort in order to tackle gender inequality also serves as a 

policy recommendation. In this respect, the state, companies and external organizations 

are deemed to have an important role in reducing the gender pay gap. In particular, the role 

of trade unions was highlighted in the fieldwork, with the need for such organizations to 

put the issue high on their agenda. While currently, many trade unions concentrate on the 

issue once or twice a year, it was suggested that this be increased. Ultimately, there is a 

perceived need for trade unions and their staff to be more gender sensitive. 

Reconciliation between work and family 

Reconciliation policies in Cyprus are generally poor. A recent research report of the 

Mediterranean Institute of Gender Studies (2017) shows that heterosexual women tend to 

be the main caregivers, despite working the same hours as their male partners. Where they 

do exist, there is an emphasis on solely family, focusing on women. This was seen as a 

problem for one interviewee, who stated the need to see them as for everyone, as 

employee rights, not just something for women. Furthermore, there is a lack of strong 

welfare provision for childcare or care of the elderly. For example, kindergartens are offered 

for only some children in places such as the University of Cyprus and some other private 

companies. The lack of will to introduce better policies in this respect can be linked to the 

idea of money, with the public sector believing they lack the capacity to implement them.  

Flexibility in working hours is a common occurrence, designed to supposedly help parents 

with childcare arrangements. However, interviewees were highly critical of this. The idea of 

working split shifts does not benefit single parents for example, who still need to find 

childcare for when they are at work. A better policy recommendation is thus the idea of 

working from home. One particular expert interviewed claimed that this should be seen as 

beneficial now to both the company and the individual, with the company able to control 

what employees deliver. A further suggestion to tackle this issue is the introduction of all 

day schools. This becomes particularly important when looking at the fact that the majority 

of families in Cyprus are now dual earner. By introducing all day schools, pressure would be 

taken off families, particularly women who lack the supporting social network such as 

migrant parents.  

 

Health. 

Gender based violence 
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In a national study carried out by the Advisory Committee for the Prevention and Combating 

of Violence in the Family in Cyprus (2012), 28% of adult women in Cyprus have experienced 

some sort of abuse. Furthermore, 57% of these women did not tell anybody about their 

experience, only 1/3 asked for help and 1/3 had little or no knowledge of available support 

services. Despite this, a hotline to report such offences does exist, in addition to numerous 

laws aimed at tackling the issue. Such legislation has included ratification of the Istanbul 

Convention, national strategies and awareness campaigns.  

Civil society is key in tackling the issue, with such organisations being key in instigating and 

carrying out awareness raising activities. Their role has been seen as successful, using TV 

and radio successfully in order to sensitise people and increase public dialogue on the issue. 

A clear link exists between the government and civil society organisations, with the 

recognition of their importance and knowledge helping improve legislation. Policy 

recommendations from the fieldwork discussions centred on the idea of an increased level 

of collaboration, expanding and creating a multidisciplinary approach. By bringing together 

the strengths of academics, NGOs and the government, a greater response can be gained. 

Further policy recommendations rested upon the idea of increasing research of gender 

violence. A key element here related to the frequency of collection of data, with suggestions 

that currently, it is not done often enough. This makes sense when looking at the changing 

socio-economic context. As one expert suggested, the economic crisis for example is 

interlinked with the issue of gender-based violence, demonstrating the need to regularly 

research the issue in line with the social framework. In order to achieve this, gender based 

violence of course needs to be given priority in governmental institutions, placing it high on 

the political agenda. One explanation for this is the idea of a lack of women in political 

positions, lacking the ability to make decisions. As one interviewee cited, only one out of 

the eleven ministers is a woman. It was therefore suggested that if more women entered 

such roles, greater gender awareness would be gained in government and thus, a greater 

priority given to gender based violence issues. 

Additionally, the idea of sensitizing others in regards to gender issues was suggested as 

needed. This relates to all stakeholders involved, with the idea that currently, many relevant 

actors do not have a sensitive approach or knowledge of how to handle gender violence 

victims. Training was seen as key in order to change this, with sessions being ran for actors 

such as the police and the court. Such training and knowledge sharing should not, however, 

be limited to these types of professions. Rather, it was also suggested that knowledge be 

presented in youth centres. By carrying out these activities, advice could be provided to 

young people about sexual health and sexual violence, helping both prevention and a 

decrease in stigmatization to help victims come forward.  

Access to healthcare 
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In regards to access to healthcare, Cypriot policies create divisions as to who has the right 

to claim it for free. While asylum seekers and refugee women have free access, migrant 

women do no and instead must pay for private health insurance. However, highly 

vulnerable women are able to write to the ministry of health to ask for access and gain it. 

Despite this simplicity, it is something that is not well known among vulnerable groups. As 

a result, the work of civil society organizations becomes vital, as they are able to direct 

people and help them complete the procedure. Regardless, many people still fail to access 

such services due to the fear of having an undocumented status and engaging with the 

state.  

Policy recommendations gained in the fieldwork in this area largely related to the role of 

civil society and in particular, women’s rights NGOs. The need for them to engage in 

research of vulnerable groups, especially domestic workers, was cited as important. One 

reason why this should be done by civil society is there access to vulnerable groups and the 

ability they have to learn from them and their experiences. In order to achieve this, building 

trust is vital, allowing vulnerable women to feel secure in voicing their opinions. Civil society 

can also help by opening health centres, places where people can feel comfortable to get 

advice and, for example, be tested for diseases such as STIs. However, in order to achieve 

either of these things, funding is needed at a sustainable level.  

 

Education 

In regards to educational institutions, key policies in Cyprus focus on combatting violence, 

bullying and discrimination based on gender or sexual orientation. For example, there is a 

policy on gender equality, guidelines to combat racism and bullying and a policy on sex 

education that runs throughout different years of education. Despite this, there are 

concerns as to how these policies are implemented as there is a lack of evaluation. A policy 

recommendation from the fieldwork is therefore the creation of evaluation mechanisms, 

allowing the results of such policies to be addressed and scrutinized. 

Such evaluation is particularly important due to the cultural and spatial dynamics of Cyprus. 

As Cyprus is a small place, such issues are often sensitive and controversial. When this is 

coupled with the fact that the implementation of the polices rests upon the good will of 

each teacher, this becomes concerning. In response, one expert interviewed suggested that 

there needs to be greater attempts to ensure teachers are employed who are specialised in 

sex education. To achieve this, training of teachers is needed, ensuring they are in a position 

to do this and address gender based violence. To achieve this, it was suggested that the 

ministry of education sets out a specific annual budget aimed funding this. 
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Housing. 

There is a notable lack of housing policies from the Cypriot government, meaning civil 

society is vital for filling the gaps. This includes shelters for women who are victims of 

gender-based violence, sex trafficking or homeless migrant women. The strain on these 

organisations is evident, with limited capacity and not enough rooms to help everyone who 

needs it. As these are the services the government relies on, when spaces are full, cheap 

hotel rooms are rented by the social welfare services to cover the need. This is something 

the experts suggested should be changed. Attention was given to the fact that often, the 

circumstances lead others to believe they are prostitutes and thus, unwanted attention is 

received. As many of these women are victims of trafficking, this can be highly traumatizing. 

Ultimately, this suggests that the government need to be more aware of the situation of 

vulnerable people, helping them in ways that are more productive. 

Problems arise in the fact entrance to shelters is done in collaboration with the social 

welfare services. As a result, many undocumented women fear contacting them. In 

situations of gender violence this can be highly worrying, with women whose residence is 

connected to their husband unable to leave. In regards to renting for asylum seekers, the 

rental allowance amount was criticized due to the fact it is unable to cover rent. Standing 

at 100 euros per person, problems arise in that many asylum seekers often are packed into 

the same room, in less than adequate dwellings.  

 

Civic engagement. 

Cyprus suffers from a severe underrepresentation of women in decision-making positions. 

Women are scarce in governmental positions, with only four women mayors out of 39 and 

10 women in the 56 seat House of Representatives. Although there are initiatives such as 

the introduction of quotas in political parties’ decision-making boards, these are not legally 

binding and instead, up to the party themselves. Two gender experts interviewed stressed 

that quotas that are legally binding could be a useful tool to increase equality in decision-

making.  

In regards to engaging women from vulnerable groups and LGBTI people in citizenship 

issues, there are no policies in place that seek to promote this. Again, civil society is 

important in filling this gap, with organizations active in informing members about their 

rights and creating networks of solidarity. Such groups have had evident success on policy 

changes. For example, the pride parades ran by LGBTI organisations are seen as leading to 

the legalization of civil partnership. It was suggested that in order to further involvement in 

citizenship issues, the civil society organisations that work with vulnerable groups should 

be approached. Furthermore, civil society groups should train their members in how to be 
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active in citizenship issues. Coupled together, this can lead to positive involvement in 

parliamentarian committees in the future, bringing diverse voices into decision-making 

processes.  

 

3.4 Ireland 

In regards to gender equality, Ireland ranked eight highest out of the 28 EU countries in 

2012 (Hausmann et al., 2012). Closer analysis shows that while Ireland scores highly in 

regards to women’s heath, much more work is needed in regards to power equality. 

Regardless, numerous policy initiatives and legislation has been passed in recent years to 

promote gender equality.  

However, the impact of austerity in undermining gender equality has been considerable. In 

one sense, this refers to the polarization of wealth, with Ireland having some of the most 

unequal market incomes across the OECD. Furthermore, the crisis has led to cuts in many 

services, with welfare services being rolled back. This has exemplified gender inequalities, 

adding to the unequal position women already faced prior to the crisis. Essentially, the past 

decade has demonstrated how fragile the gains made for women were. 

In regards to vulnerable groups, it is clear that the austerity measures taken have had an 

even worse effect. As a result of changing the conditions of social welfare, rather than 

cutting rates, division is present in terms of how different groups of women were affected. 

Furthermore, there appears to be a blindness to women’s care labour, reflected in changes 

to the public sector work conditions, cutting back flexible family friendly agreements. 

 

Employment 

Gender pay gap 

A pay gap of 14% is present in Ireland, slightly below the EU average. Furthermore, there is 

evidence that this has led to a gender gap in pensions, with men having on average 37% 

higher pensions than women do (Barry and Feeley, 2016). Similarly to the other countries 

analysed, a factor for this includes the persistence of a gender-segregated labour market. 

Many women are situated in low paid jobs, unable to rise to higher positions. The fieldwork 

demonstrated that while previously, the Community Employment schemes aided by the 

state helped to change this, giving women new competences and greater incomes, the 

cutbacks due to austerity have substantially decreased its ability to help. In regards to other 

training courses, there is evidence of schemes aimed at helping Roma women. However, an 

interviewee criticized this due to the fact the courses available are gendered and aimed at 

low paying jobs, such as hairdressing and beautician courses. Thus, a recommendation 
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would be to broaden the schemes available, allowing women to engage in courses that 

actually help them gain the skills to enter higher paid positions.  

In another sense, there is a need to address the wages women receive for the jobs they are 

overly represented in. For example, since the closure of many factories and the economic 

crisis, women have occupied childcare positions more and more frequently. At the same 

time, the qualifications needed for entering such a job have increased, making it hard for 

women to enter the position. Nonetheless, as an interviewee pointed out, the job remains 

low wage. In order to help women in this area, either wages need to be increased or training 

schemes need to be affordable and accessible, allowing women to gain the qualifications 

needed. Additionally, since the crisis the cost of transportation has increased, alongside cuts 

to the number of services and mobility allowances. With women situated in low paid jobs, 

this has meant accessing work more and more difficult, with transportation taking a 

substantial part of their salary. Of course, this has led to many women, particularly disabled 

women, unable to enter the employment market and is something that needs to be 

addressed. 

In terms of vulnerable groups such as migrants and ethnic minorities, there is a clear need 

to address the existing racism in Irish society. Not only does discrimination exist in terms of 

job acceptance rates, but it also exists during employment. One interviewee suggested that 

there should be more research on this in order to recognize the sheer scale of the problem, 

something that is currently not publicly addressed. The idea of increasing social cohesion 

would also benefit migrant women when starting up their own business. This is something 

that has evidently become increasingly common, with women choosing to open for 

example, beauty shops as a way to get into employment. However, the sustainability of 

such businesses is difficult, with one interviewee suggesting it is difficult to get the native 

Irish community to use such services. 

Reconciling family life and work 

One of the key factors for the gender pay gap relates to the issue of childcare within Irish 

society. No fully public childcare system exists in Ireland. Rather, the state funds only pre-

school care for children from the age of free for three hours per day. The costs of childcare 

in the private sector is high, with costs averaging 53.5% of a family’s net income (O’Connor 

and Staunton 2015). As a result, a significant pay gap of 17% exists between women with 

children and women without (OECD 2012). This is something that urgently needs to be 

addressed, with interviewees citing it as a key factor of inequality. Ultimately, as a result for 

many women, entering the labour market is not beneficial due to the fact they actually 

loose more money. This is even more so evident in vulnerable women from a migrant 

background who often lack support networks who could help with childcare. 
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Many interviewees voiced their concerns about the lack of acknowledgement of the 

government about women’s engagement with childcare and other unpaid care labour, 

suggesting that there exists an almost blindness to the issue. A particular concern in this 

sense related to activation measures in welfare. For many, it was clear that these were 

incredibly unfair and damaging to poor women as they failed to take into account the need 

for childcare. Thus, a policy recommendation would be to adequately address the issue, 

taking into account the specific circumstances of mothers.  

This is particularly relevant to single parents, who face greater expenditures without a 

partner’s income to help. Interviewees also voiced their concerns about the wages single 

parents receive, citing that it is near impossible for one wage to pay childcare, rent and all 

other expenditures. While this is a problem in itself, it is heightened by the lack of tight 

regulations on child maintenance.  One interviewee showed concern about the fact that in 

order to receive it, women have to go to court, something that is lengthy and time 

consuming. Additionally, there is no guarantee they will get the maintenance at the end of 

it, with examples provided of women with court orders still failing to receive payments from 

the fathers. Thus, one particular policy recommendation here could be stricter regulation 

in regards to child support. 

 

Health.  

Gender based violence 

Research indicates that there are high levels of domestic and sexual violence in Ireland (EU 

Fundamental Rights Agency 2014), however the level of reporting to the police still remains 

low on all sexual and domestic crime (Ryan et al. 2001).The economic crisis and austerity 

measures that followed are seen to have had a twofold negative effect on the situation. In 

one respect, the increase in drug use by many men (as well as women) has led to an increase 

in violence. However, while more women need services, the cuts to refuge shelters means 

there is less help available. For many interviewees, this is an issue that needs addressing, 

with policy reform needed to increase the funding for services that help victims of gender-

based violence. This was exemplified by the fact that many women now have to choose 

between poverty or staying with a violent partner, or as one interviewee put it “destitution 

or hospitalization”. 

The fieldwork also found negative opinions about the way the government treats victims in 

general policy. For example, one interviewee highlighted the fact that for mothers, once 

their child is seven, they are classified as job seekers, regardless of the fact they have come 

out of abusive relationships. This was compared to the position for widows, who continue 

to get support no matter the age of the child. For the interviewee, this demonstrated a 
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systematic bias towards marriage in the Irish system, showing discrimination and lack of 

support for victims. It was argued that in no means should the support for widows be cut, 

rather, the support for gender abuse survivors should be increased. 

Access to healthcare 

Issues with gender violence are exemplified for women who are asylum seekers in terms of 

access to services. Due to a policy barrier, these women are unable to access any services 

that receive public funds. Not only does this hinder abuse victims, but also any female 

asylum seeker who needs healthcare.  

For both asylum seekers and those without Irish nationality, a problem arises in regards to 

Ireland’s strict abortion rules. Many women can only access abortion by travelling abroad, 

to the UK or the Netherlands for example, something which is often not possible for those 

without nationality, even if they have the means to afford it. Further issues arise for migrant 

women in regards to the general healthcare services provided. While legal access is 

provided, interviewees stressed the problem of the lack of cultural sensitivity.  

In regards to access for migrant women, although there is legal access to healthcare, 

interviewees pointed out that there is a lack of cultural sensitivity. In this respect, mental 

health and sexual health services were of particular relevance, with interviewees suggesting 

that there is a lack of appropriate responses for those who have fled to Ireland from trauma. 

By means of a policy recommendation, it was suggested that state agencies like the COSC 

need to stop generalizing everything and instead recognize individual circumstances, 

developing sensitivity to the issues. This idea could also be extended to disabled care in a 

physical sense. It was highlighted that in many sexual clinics, there is a lack of 

acknowledgement of the individual issues disabled people face. For example, many of these 

clinics are situated in older buildings upstairs or in basements, meaning access is impossible 

for those in wheelchairs. In order to resolve this, again, greater consideration is needed to 

individual needs. 

One theme that kept returning throughout the interviews was that of mental health 

services in general. Many interviewees highlighted the impact of austerity on single parents, 

Roma and migrants, citing its negative effect on mental health. This was generally discussed 

in terms of the isolation it causes and exemplified by the increase in social stigma. For 

example, for single parents, an incident of a radio report describing them as scroungers was 

recalled, linking it to the fact that many single mothers are on antidepressants due to the 

discrimination they face. The cuts in mental health services were thus described as 

incredibly negative, coming at a time when the services are needed at the most. 

Additionally, respondents discussed the need to develop better plans in mental health 

practices in regards to the homeless. With homeless women being returned to the street 
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after being treated in a mental health hospital, it was suggested that long-term treatment 

is not being gained.  

 

Education 

In regards to education, Ireland follows the trend of girls outperforming men in attainment 

levels (Department of Education, 2007). However, there is evidence of a problem in regards 

to educational attainment of women from vulnerable groups compared to those who are 

not. This is the case for students with a migration background for example, who are unable 

to go to college due to the college fees. As non-national students, it means they are not 

eligible for the state funded grant and also largely lack the ability to borrow money from 

other places. This is something that was suggested for the government to address, 

something that if changed, as one interviewee pointed out, help migrants progress into 

higher positions and exit poverty.  

Issues also exist in regards to adult education, particularly for single parents, who are 

typically women. In one sense, this has been worsened by the financial crisis, with cutbacks 

in benefits for those who undertake training courses. One interviewee also highlighted the 

problem with the lack of understanding of women’s commitments, mainly in relation to 

childcare. As they stated, most classes run in the early morning, when school has not started 

and thus there is no one to look after the child. In order to improve educational equality, it 

is thus important to address the classes’ structure, acknowledging the needs of the single 

parents who attend. A lack of understanding was also demonstrated in regards to social 

welfare payment criteria. As legislation stands, when a woman’s youngest child is over 

fourteen, they are no longer seen as caregivers and instead classified as job seekers. As a 

result, they must be seeking a job fulltime to receive welfare benefits, preventing them from 

receiving the grant to study. One interviewee highlighted the problem of this citing an 

example of a single parent undertaking a medical degree. As her child was due to turn 

fourteen in the third year, she was unable to complete the course. For the respondent, this 

was a prevention of a woman attempting to study herself out of welfare dependency. For 

them, this was something that policy should address.  

Austerity measures have also affected the education of disabled students in a negative way. 

This is largely related to the freeze in recruiting special educational needs assistants, 

meaning many children who require them do not receive their help. One interviewee 

highlighted how this can affect girls in particular in a negative way, describing how many 

are unable to access sanitation facilities. As a result, during menstruation, many of these 

girls do not attend school. In the interviewee’s opinion, this is something that can be 

improved if the government documented the issue, as currently such documentation does 
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not exist. As they argued, if this was done and the situation improved, education could be 

supported at all levels and prevent people from entering into poverty. 

Lastly, issues regarding segregation in schools were highlighted, with suggestions that policy 

needs to change this. In particular, interviewees made reference to the problems of the 

Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools Programme that has led to many children from 

poor backgrounds attending specific schools. As a result, it was argued that different 

teaching practices are at play, with a greater focus on behaviour instead of education. One 

respondent suggested that in order to change this, teachers in these schools should receive 

greater support with tackling behaviour issues, giving them more time to focus on 

educational attainment. Additionally, a further problem with this Programme was the lack 

of increase in diversity in teaching staff. As a result, children, such as Roma, lack staff they 

can identify with and vice versa, teachers are unable to relate with the students. Although 

intercultural guidelines do exist, respondents questioned whether they are actually being 

implemented, or if they are, if they are being implemented well. Thus, a policy 

recommendation in this respect could be stricter implementation rules and monitoring and 

the recruitment of teaching staff with greater diversity. 

 

Housing 

Like many other countries, housing is treated in Ireland as if were a gender-neutral social 

good. Thus, problems arise in regards to women, in particular those who are lone parents, 

who are facing issues that are overlooked. Austerity has had a severe impact on housing, 

creating a serious housing crisis as a result of the collapse of the building industry after 

2007. The result has been a lack of available affordable housing, leading to struggles and 

homelessness. Where social housing is available, it is often of substandard condition, with 

things such as damp creating health problems. Interviewees highlighted the fact that this 

often generates situations where women who have been victims of domestic abuse often 

stay with violent partners; they have to choose between this, homelessness, or substandard 

accommodation.  

This lack of available housing has affected vulnerable groups particularly negatively. For 

example, the increased number of people on housing lists has meant migrant women are 

often unable to get housing, leading to some staying in provision accommodation for a year 

or longer despite having gained residency. Furthermore, it has added to an increase in 

discriminatory practices, with landlords now able to pick and choose who they rent to due 

to the shortage of availability. This is a particular problem for Roma, with one interviewee 

suggesting it is near impossible for them to rent private property. This reality exists despite 

laws regarding Roma housing policy supposedly designed to prevent it. Thus, a policy 
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recommendation would be a greater enforcement of such legislation, ensuring 

discriminatory practices are not allowed to exist.  

For those who receive social housing, a problem arises due to the lack of regard for the 

importance of social networks. One interviewee challenged the fact that currently, when 

offered social housing, no matter where it is, it must be taken. For them, this was damaging 

because it meant many women were being moved away from friends and family, losing 

their informal care network. This problem is increased in the fact that many women are in 

accommodation for a short period of time, meaning they lack the motivation to emotionally 

invest in an area. This is something that policy needs to address, especially when looking at 

the needs of lone parents. 

Similar criticisms are made of the available homeless services in Ireland, with many 

respondents citing the problem of policy failing to address individual needs. It was 

suggested that homeless services do not take into account women’s needs and are instead 

designed to respond to male homelessness. Although this is something that is getting 

increasingly acknowledged, little changes are being made to services. Additionally, many 

interviewees saw that there is a lack of acknowledgement of the importance of soft 

outcomes. Changes that have been introduced in recent years have meant that there is little 

time to build a relationship between organizations and victims of homelessness. If this was 

changed, there could possibly be fewer chances of people falling victim to homelessness 

again. This is something that could also be true if services addressed interlinking issues. For 

example, currently there are no services that consider homelessness in addition to 

addiction. 

 

Civic engagement 

As highlighted earlier, there is substantial inequality in Ireland in regards to gender equality 

in decision-making. This is evident when looking at governmental composition, with 22% of 

TDs being women following the 2016 election (Hennessy, 2017). Furthermore, in leadership 

positions in employment, again, only 22% of boardroom members are women. 

This has increased the importance of civil society organizations, giving women a space to 

advocate for policy changes. These have become vital areas where women’s voices can be 

heard, particularly those from vulnerable groups. However, in recent years, cuts have had 

a negative impact on both the number of groups and the capabilities they have. For 

example, the National Community Development programme has been shut down, ending 

165 projects in low-income communities. For interviewees, this was something that should 

be addressed, with the importance of such groups needing to be acknowledged. One 
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particular reason as to why the government was cutting such groups, according to one 

interviewee, was the desire to silence the voice of people in low-income communities. 

However, even where such groups exist, there is a problem with adequate diverse 

representation. In disabled groups for example, it was found that leaders are generally men, 

preventing women from gaining greater recognition. Additionally, a lack of migrant groups 

existed, with a dominant trend being Irish native women speaking on behalf of migrant 

women without fully understanding the issues faced. This is something that policy can 

change if there is a greater focus on funding opportunities for groups who have diverse 

representation. One interviewee also highlighted the problem with funding currently 

focusing on identity politics, breaking groups into one particular category such as gender or 

sexuality. In their opinion, this is a problem due to the fact it ignores intersectionality, 

preventing cross solidarity initiatives from occurring.  

 

3.5 Spain 

Spanish policies aimed at addressing gender equality have been evident over the last fifteen 

years. Generally, they have been viewed as positive development, with progress being 

achieved relatively fast compared to other democracies. This is particularly notable due to 

the fact that in three decades, Spain has moved from being under a dictatorship to being a 

pioneer in the promotion of gender equality (Bustelo 2016). This is evident in female 

participation in the labour market for example, increasing from the 1990s and standing at 

53.6% in 2016 (INE 2018).  

However, while such policies were a priority in the years preceding the economic crisis, 

between 2009 and 2016 they have increasingly been dismantled. There is widespread belief 

that the austerity policies implemented as a result of the 2008 crisis are endangering gender 

equality (European Parliament, 2016), demonstrating a lack of prioritization of gender 

equality.  

 

Employment 

As mentioned above, women’s involvement in the Spanish labour market has increased 

substantially in the years prior to 2008. However, it is worth highlighting that the rates have 

been somewhat lower than men and women in other EU member states (Peterson 2011). 

Furthermore, there is an over representation of women in precarious, atypical work, with a 

high proportion of women’s work performed in the informal economy, thus not counted in 

official statistics (Peterson 2011). Such conditions have got increasingly worse since the 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/583112/IPOL_STU(2016)583112_EN.pdf)
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beginning of the crisis, with both the quantity and quality of jobs decreasing. For example, 

the gender pay gap has increased since 2007, reaching a high of 23.9% in 2011 (UGT, 2015). 

From the fieldwork carried out, one clear recommendation and evidence of good practice, 

acting as a buffer to worsening conditions, was the inclusion of a gender perspective. This 

is something that related to both the searching for jobs and actual job placement. In this 

sense, interviewees discussed the importance of addressing all the factors that influence 

women, both in a general and individual sense. For example, effort was made to address 

the need for greater flexibility, allowing the reconciliation between work and family life. 

However, as one interviewee pointed out, there is an issue with viewing part time work as 

solely beneficial. By working less hours, the interviewee suggested, there is a greater pay 

difference, allowing women to earn less money and have worse pensions. For them, such 

steps were not a sign of progress, and rather a sign of things actually going against women. 

This ultimately does not have to work as a policy recommendation, and instead, can refer 

to the need for individual companies to want to implement such tactics. In order to do this, 

interviewees cited the importance of the creation of networks. This referred to the creation 

of networks that advocate women’s rights and good practices between organizations and 

groups, demonstrating successful alternative ways of working. In particularly successful 

instances, companies and organizations employed a team dedicated to the creation and 

maintenance of this connection. In order to do this successfully, it was suggested that there 

is a need for evaluation and reflection. By carrying this out, more thought could be given to 

design methodology and thus create better models of working. 

The construction of networks of women’s groups are not only beneficial for altering working 

practices, providing references of example, but also for women themselves. This is 

especially evident in vulnerable groups. For example, victims of trafficking or prostitutes 

can utilize such organizations and groups to gain understanding and knowledge of 

alternatives. A successful example of a network is that of Sindillar, a union of domestic 

female workers. Here, intersectional approaches are utilized, with members taking into 

account gender and ethnicity. 

 

Health 

Despite various policies and initiatives, the problem of gender-based violence in Spain has 

not dramatically decreased, furthermore, the number of women murdered by their male 

partners has not decreased at all. Worryingly, there is concern from civil society groups that 

austerity and budget cuts will exasperate this problem, making the situation worse. This 

comes from actions such as the reduction of the public budget dedicated to measures 

against gender violence, decreasing by 23% from 2009 to 2013.  
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In regards to how services can deal with the issue of gender violence in a more productive, 

better way, interviewees were strongly positive, again, about the creation of networks. This 

refers to the creation of networks between different services, institutions or bodies. This 

allows for successful actions to be transferred to other entities, helping improve detection 

and prevention.  

 

Education 

Despite the introduction of mixed schools and various policy, obstacles still exist in regards 

to gender equality in education. Similarly to the other countries studied, Spain experiences 

a gap in the types of subject studied, with women accounting for just 15% of engineering 

related students. In regards to vulnerable women, civil society plays an important role in 

the field of education, helping and encouraging their educational process.  

One of the ways the fieldwork demonstrated such organizations work successfully is the 

inclusion of an individualized approach. By this, interviewees referred to the importance of 

acknowledging the fact that every woman has a different case, so each woman needs an 

individual plan. In a more general sense, this also refers to the incorporation of an 

intersectional gender perspective, with groups taking into account, for example, parental 

status, ethnicity and gender. Such a view was also highlighted as useful in regards to the 

evaluation of projects, allowing for the evaluation to see if the project is actually influencing 

the right people in the right way. In order to incorporate this, interviewees praised the 

inclusion of training in such organizations. On an individual level, this was seen as beneficial, 

teaching educators how to see things from a gender perspective. This can be utilized to 

educate about issues such as violence, empowerment and gender perspective 

methodologies.  

 

Civic engagement 

Spain has in place quotas in regards to gender equality at an electoral, public administration 

and corporate board level. Although this has aimed to increase women’s presence in 

decision-making areas, there is only evidence of strong measures in the political sphere. 

Thus, in 2015, while around 45% of regional MP’s were women, only 17% of corporate 

members of the publicly listed companies were women (European Parliament, 2016). This 

is part of a slow trend toward equality, and is somewhat below the EU average of 21%.  

As a result, the role of civil society groups in providing space for women to voice their 

opinion is incredibly important. The interviewees were incredibly positive about the 

collective groups aimed at fighting gender violence. For them, the inclusive nature of this 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/583112/IPOL_STU(2016)583112_EN.pdf)
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community, acting in a united manner, was beneficial, taking into account common ideas 

and intersectionality to make the movement stronger. The benefits of this were seen as 

multiple. Firstly, for example, it was suggested that this allows women to have a network of 

support, something fundamental for socialization and empowerment. Furthermore, it 

provided access to policy via collaboration with public administrations. This included 

participation in debates, incorporation of methodologies in policy and general knowledge 

sharing. This not only gives space for those who are removed from the political sphere to 

voice their opinions but also provides public awareness. 

 

3.6 Section findings 

The analysis of the four different countries, Spain, Ireland, The Netherlands and Cyprus, has 

demonstrated two key points. Firstly, there is a need to understand individual 

circumstances, as in, the particular context of the Member State. This is particularly evident 

in regards to the impact of the economic crisis and the types of austerity measures 

undertaken. The fieldwork suggests the need to understand this impact on gender in 

regards to all key thematic areas, demonstrating its generally negative impact on women, 

particularly those from vulnerable groups. This relates to cuts in services, changes in welfare 

provision and removing gender equality from policy prioritization. Furthermore, there is a 

need to understand the cultural norms in a society in order to improve the situation of 

equality in the best way. For example, in the Netherlands there is evidently different beliefs 

about childcare to many other member states, with a public desire to have the freedom to 

look after children.  

Secondly, it has demonstrated that there are areas of policy that act as recommendations 

for all Member States. Although these may be implemented differently, the results from 

the interviews with experts has shown that key themes arise in regards to what needs to be 

improved.  

Driver: Utilizing a gender perspective 

One overarching theme is the need to apply a gender perspective to all areas. Furthermore, 

this should be applied in an intersectional sense, constantly keeping in mind the barriers 

many people face in accessing areas or receiving help. Many interviewees voiced the need 

to shift from policy that acts as a one-size-fits-all mechanism. Rather, there is a need to 

understand the individual needs of people, to act in a culturally sensitive way and to 

demonstrate an awareness of the unpaid care work women do.  

Driver: Evaluating existing policy 
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This is something that should also be applied to existing policy. A clear call from 

interviewees from all countries was the need to evaluate existing policy, learning from it 

and then to share good practices. By applying an intersectional gender perspective to this, 

spaces for improvement can be found and utilized. In many instances, it was found that 

although existing policy exists, there is little evidence to show it is always implemented 

correctly. Mechanisms of evaluation could prevent this and thus help increase equality. This 

is seen in, for example, housing discriminatory policy in Ireland, where despite laws, Roma 

are still very much discriminated against. Such evaluation mechanisms can be aided by 

additional funding for research in gender equality. This is something that can be applied in 

all key areas, helping governments understand the individual situation of their Member 

States and thus improve the situation.  

Driver: Continuity in policies 

However, it is also important to note the need for continuity in policies. The changing nature 

of policies that has occurred, often as a result of austerity measures, has understandably 

caused a lack of trust in institutions. This is something that is important to fix and can be 

helped by ensuring women have trust in policies, that they will remain in place for a 

substantial time.  

Driver: Creation of networks of support and collaboration 

Additionally, the need to create networks has recurred throughout all interviews. In one 

sense, this refers to networks of institutions of different actors, learning from each other 

and helping each other to improve. In another sense, this refers to women, particularly 

those in vulnerable situations. Networks that allow these women to come into contact with 

each other, socialize and help each other can be viewed as vital networks of support. It is 

clear that such networks have decreased following the crisis and this is something that 

needs to be addressed. Civil society’s role in this respect is vital, with evidence showing they 

have filled the gap left on many occasions. Creating collaborations between such 

organizations and public administration has been found to be key to including the voices of 

vulnerable women in policymaking, aiding the creation of policy that actually works. 
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4. The gender dimension in solidarity actions 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

Research focusing on the relationships between civil society and the gender dimension has 

received relatively little attention in comparison to studies on gender equality in other areas 

such as employment, democracy and welfare (Lopes et al. 2015). However the gender 

dimension in civil society is an important area that needs to be analysed, with findings 

suggesting that civil society is not immune from the effects of gendered attributes. 

Throughout the SOLIDUS research, and the analysis of various civil society case studies, this 

importance became apparent. As a result of the fieldwork carried out, the question as to 

how civil society is affected by, affects, and incorporates the gender dimension was raised. 

Thus, it was decided that in order to better understand the gender dimension, it was 

beneficial to revisit the existing fieldwork analysis carried out with a gender dimension lens, 

assessing its impact on solidarity actions and practices from civil society.  

One interesting area that arose was the importance of looking at the similarities and 

differences between civil society and other societal areas. In many ways, the fieldwork 

carried out under the SOLIDUS project demonstrated that civil society often reflects the 

same gendered aspects and attributes as general society and institutional organisations. 

This is evident in areas such as hierarchal structures and the gendered division of types of 

labour. This becomes particularly interesting when looking at the fact that in the cases 

studied, generally women were found to be involved in civil society organisations at a higher 

level than males, pointing ultimately towards gendered inequality that civil society is not 

immune from.  

However, it also became apparent that civil society, acting outside of institutionalised 

organisations, can offer some unique opportunities. In one sense, these unique attributes 

provide citizens with the opportunity to address gender related issues that are not being 

dealt with at a policy level. Thus, an important issue to analyse is assessing the extent 

solidarity actions of civil society tackle gender related issues. The research carried out under 

the SOLIDUS project demonstrated that many groups exist focused on these issues both 

directly and indirectly. 

This section thus aims to address the above issues and provide in greater detail results from 

the research undertaken throughout the entirety of the SOLIDUS project. Case studies, 

interviews and focus group discussions have been revisited, collated and analysed utilizing 
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an intersectional, dialogical gender lens in regards to assessing how the gender dimension 

impacts and is impacted by civil society organisations. 

 

4.2 Similarities with other societal institutions 

 

When looking at the gender dimension in civil society it is important to address how gender 

impacts mobilization, leadership and also the differences in the types of activities engaged 

in. This becomes particularly interesting when looking at the fact that civil society is 

generally unregulated and outside of the state institutions where policy dictates practice. 

While this could suggest that civil society is free to implement gender equality measures, in 

contrast findings point to the prevalence of gendered inequalities, with stereotypes and 

gendered roles found in many of the case studies analysed.  

The fieldwork carried out has in fact pointed to the existence of similarities between civil 

society and other institutions in regards to gendered differences, somewhat diminishing the 

idea that the lack of regulation improves equality. As one member of the Cypriot focus 

group suggested, civil society reflects the patriarchal society, meaning it is often difficult to 

mobilise women on gender issues because of the belief that no gendered inequality exists 

inside of Cyprus. They highlighted the lack of knowledge or awareness of the gender pay 

gap citing this as a barrier for gender equality inside the civil society sphere. For this 

participant, the patriarchal mind-set that influences institutions is very much the same 

within civil society and prevails at all levels.  

Findings reflected this participant’s opinion, with much of the analysis highlighting the 

gendered roles women occupied in civil society organisations which typically mirrored those 

found in the ‘outside’ world. This was an issue that the Cypriot participant went on to 

highlight, describing the over proportionate number of females occupying care related roles 

within civil society organisations. Ultimately this can be seen as reflecting the domination 

of females in care related employment that has been found in all countries studied. The 

Solidus analysis demonstrated this finding evidence of it in various civil society case studies 

and interviews. For example, that of the Irish Water Resistance campaign. Here, one activist 

noted that women were the ones who generally were in charge of bringing out food to feed 

children after school. Similarly one of the Hungarian participants in a focus group discussion 

noted that it was only women who engaged in the cooking activities in a homeless shelter 

organization. These stereotyped roles were found to pose a problem in regards to shortages 

of staff and an inability to focus on certain taboo gendered subjects with end users. For 

example a participant in the German focus group noted that within their organization there 

is a distinct lack of male psychologists and male educationists involved. For them, this 
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prevented greater impact with male end-users who needed to discuss certain male “taboo” 

subjects for example.  

In a similar sense evidence was presented that suggested females are utilized in regards to 

advertising and generating public support, especially in charitable campaigns that seek to 

utilize images of those who require “being looked after”. This was found in various 

campaigns carried out by the civil society organisations studied and appeared to be viewed 

as a strength in regards to generating public support and funding. A participant in the 

Cypriot focus group summed this up, stating that “…the ‘female figure’ typically is seen as a 

better selling point than the male in charitable campaigns. That’s why women have been 

used to urge people into engaging in action. Even the Cyprus Problem is presented through 

the image of women”. Ultimately this again reflects typical gendered inequality mirroring 

that which is present in other spheres of society, depicting females as a certain way in an 

unequal level to that of men.  

 

4.3 Participation levels and hierarchal structures 

The analysis showed that some of the organisations studied were either founded by, or led 

by, female members and female volunteers. Some examples of organisations that are led 

by females include the Unity centre in Scotland, the Norwegian Refugees welcome group, 

Medical aid in Germany and CND in the UK.  

However it would be wrong to assume that civil society is free from issues in this respect. 

Many of the organisations studied faced problems in regards to gender balance in higher 

positions and were subject to a male dominance in managerial positions. The organization 

St Pauls in the UK is evidence of this, with 11 men serving on the coordinating board 

compared to just 2 women. Focus group participants blamed this on the religious 

undertones of the organization suggesting that conservative ideas still persisted. Similarly 

in the Irish living wage campaign group, women were not found to be involved in the 

coordination at all. This is interesting due to the fact that women suffer most in Ireland in 

relation to wages, with 80% of those on minimum wage being female. This hierarchal 

gendered structure was not a result of the numbers of volunteers either. In contrast, it was 

shown that females are more likely to be involved in civil society organisations. This is 

illustrated in the discussion of the Hungarian focus group, where it was highlighted that in 

one organization 90% of the volunteers are women but 2 out of 3 heads are men. Similar 

scenes are found in Greece, with one focus group participant describing their organization 

as being 80% composed of female volunteers but maintaining all male leadership positions.  

Ultimately these two conflicting pictures of hierarchal leadership and its relation to gender 

suggest that other factors are at play. It paints a picture of civil society groups being diverse 
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in their relation to gender structures, and that the supposed inclusive nature of groups 

aimed at promoting solidarity is not enough to ensure equality in structure, essentially it is 

not an inevitable asset. It suggests that the socialisation of gender roles that persists within 

society in general is something that also dominates civil society. Ultimately it can be 

suggested that the socialisation people are subject to in regards to gender roles in general 

is something that is transferred to the civil society sphere, with these organisations acting 

as mirrors of society at large. The glass ceiling that dominates much of society in areas such 

as employment and political organisations has been found to be very much present in the 

civil society organisations studied in the SOLIDUS project. Regardless of participation levels 

or length, time and time again women have been found to occupy lower positions in regards 

to decision making powers compared to their male counterparts.  

In fact, much like other areas and institutions in society, certain elements are required to 

foster a context of gendered equality. This is evident when looking at the defining features 

of the organisations that have equal leadership in regards to gender. For example, the CND, 

led by a woman, actively promotes the idea of female leadership by making the choice to 

include women at the front of demonstrations and as speakers at rallies, thus overcoming 

the gendered nature of leadership levels that could exist. In another sense, one German 

organization that boasts equal levels of leadership utilizes gender neutral language on their 

social media pages as a mechanism to ensure gender equality. This essentially mirrors other 

aspects of society, showing that it is important to actively strive to achieve gender equality 

and not just see it as a given asset. 

 

4.4 Tackling gender issues 

In regards to the opportunities civil society offers for women, it is evident that a space is 

created where gender issues can be tackled and concerns voiced. As touched upon above 

in organisations there is often an overrepresentation of women at participatory levels. This 

does not come as a surprise if civil society is looked at as a sphere which women can utilize 

to become active, away from the male-dominated and often female exclusionary state 

institutions and politics. In this light it comes as no surprise that organisations have often 

been set up to tackle issues related to gender, utilized as spaces for oppressed genders and 

sexualities to voice their demands and mobilise around certain issues. In this sense civil 

society can be seen as helping increase gender equality and tackling gender vulnerabilities 

in an almost subconscious light, regardless of the organisations aim. Groups that aim to help 

vulnerable women come together and mobilise on a particular issue in doing so are 

promoting female empowerment. This empowerment is something beneficial to vulnerable 

groups and can be viewed as something that helps increase equality in different spheres of 



Deliverable 6.2   

 

60 

 

society by overcoming barriers that have been shown to exist in regards to vulnerable 

women.  

The nature of civil society organisations means they are also able to focus on specific issues 

related to the gender dimension. Various case studies studied by SOLIDUS were centred 

upon these issues, both in terms of acts that address issues that policy leaves out and in 

terms of advocating for policy change. This is seen in groups such as the German homeless 

shelter for women. This group was set up in order to address the issue of the lack of 

available facilities for homeless women in the country. As one participant in the German 

focus group stated, previously there had been only one gender neutral homeless shelter in 

the country ran by the state with all the others being explicitly male only. Of course this 

demonstrates civil society focusing on gendered issues that are not evident in policy and 

are instead ignored, helping women that would have previously been unattended to and 

ignored. Various other examples exist including the freedom dolls initiative in Cyprus which 

aims to help female traffickers and the united platform against gender violence in Spain.  

However it is not only in terms of direct action and focus that civil society address gender 

issues and the gender dimension. As civil society groups often actively create their own 

models of work and are free to develop certain measures that are different to conservative 

ideals they are able to implement gender equality mechanisms as a secondary focus. 

Evidence of this is found in groups such as the PAH which take into account gender violence 

as a specific importance, creating measures and sessions that focus on the issue as a 

secondary issue related to their main focus which is housing. This understanding of the 

specific needs in relation to gender violence illustrates civil society groups as incorporating 

gender equality  as a transversal important issue that relates to all areas while still focusing 

on other areas; an example which is reflected in policy recommendations to general 

governmental policy. Similarly the Scottish group Theatre Nemo includes women and 

inequality as an important topic by working with mental health sufferers on a session 

entitled women in focus which attempts to help rehabilitation and the mental health 

improvement of end users.  

However it would be wrong to generalise and see this as apparent in all civil society 

organisations studied. Rather, many groups analysed appeared to lack any incentive or 

acknowledgement of gendered issues. Ultimately this again suggests that this should be 

seen as a given. Instead, specific instruments and decisions are required in order to strive 

for recognition of gendered issues, much like what has been found in the analysis of policy 

and countries studied.  
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5. Conclusions and policy recommendations 

The analysis of European, national and local policy, coupled with fieldwork from experts in 

the area, has generated some important findings. This extensive review has allowed for 

barriers and drivers to be identified, aiding the creation of policy recommendations at 

different levels. While it is clear that solidarity towards gender equality is present at a 

governmental and civil level, it is equally clear much more is needed in order to prevent 

discrimination and inequality from continuing. There is a clear need for policies to continue 

addressing the need of improvement, acknowledging the importance of using policy to aid 

women, particularly those from vulnerable groups. With austerity measures and the 

aftermath of the financial crises this becomes even truer. It is clear that women have 

suffered negatively, despite common semantics that the crisis has effected men worse. In a 

time where austerity is dangerously cutting back on the progress already made for women, 

it is important to keep in mind the context and understanding of what policies have been 

successful.  

 

5.1 Barriers and drivers of gender equality 

In regards to barriers, there are clearly key areas that need to be addressed. In terms of 

education, health, civic engagement, housing and employment, key themes are repeated 

as areas of problems; gender violence, under appreciation of care work and discrimination 

are just a few of these examples. Similarly, the barriers and drivers of what makes policy 

successfully tackle the issues are often crosscutting, relating to various areas.  

One key barrier that dominates is the lack of strong policy in regards to gender equality. 

While many governments implement suggestions and guidance, there is a lack of ensured 

enforcement, making sure actors such as employers implement the guidelines. Essentially, 

this can be described as an issue of governments merely providing ‘provisional guidance’ 

instead of hard policy. This is something that is similar in regards to the civil society groups 

studied. Without particular effort, rules and guidelines, a lack of equality tended to appear. 

Much like society in general, equality should not be treated as a given in this respect and 

instead should be something that can generally only be gained if particular measures are 

implemented in order to address. Furthermore, governments often lack the 

acknowledgement of the importance of evaluating such policy. This becomes a problem for 

two reasons. Firstly, it allows the law to be broken, rendering the policy less useful. 

Secondly, it prevents lessons to be learnt from policy implementation. In regards to civil 

society such measures could also benefit gendered equality, with a review of gender 

inequality within organisations highlighting particular issues to groups that they may 

otherwise be unaware of. A driver of success in gender equality is the sharing of good 
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practices, something that could be achieved more easily if evaluations of policy or civil 

society organisations took place. Additionally, another driver is the increase in research. 

This is something that is particularly relatable to vulnerable groups, with a need for 

governments to research the issue many face. 

Another way correct implementation can be achieved, without strong policy, is the push for 

transparency. This can relate again for example to employers, pushing them to publish pay 

differences and thus encouraging them to act in a more equal way. Such a push is more 

likely to succeed if coupled with the creation of training programmes for actors in how to 

recognize gender differences, understanding the needs of vulnerable women. By doing this 

and sharing knowledge and good practices, a driver towards equality is gained. This does 

not solely relate to employers but should relate to actors in all institutions. For example, 

the need to educate health staff to recognize gender violence or to educate teachers to be 

culturally sensitive. 

Further drivers include the creation of public awareness campaigns about gender issues. 

Successful evidence has been seen in the use of media, campaign days and production of 

research for example. By doing this, cohesion is increased, with a push for equality more 

favourable. In many ways civil society appeared to mirror general society, with gendered 

inequality and stereotypes reflecting those at play in general in society.  By increasing public 

awareness it may make it easier for those involved in civil society organisations to be aware 

of gendered inequality and thus attempt to decrease it. In regards to vulnerable groups, this 

is of particular importance. With groups such as Roma and migrants facing increased 

discrimination, pushing for awareness can help inclusion and thus equality. Furthermore, 

hard policy has been seen to act as a driver in this respect, changing societal opinion. An 

example of this is the inclusion of paternity leave, such as in Norway, where fathers are 

forced to take it or lose it. This demonstrates a driver, where hard policy is used to gradually 

change societal prejudices about care work.  

Care work has been seen to retain its gendered nature, both inside and outside civil society. 

In this regard, there is a lot of work that needs to be done. Key barriers to equality manifest 

in the lack of recognition of the importance of unpaid care work, with policies failing to 

adequately help women due to this lack of acknowledgement. This is evident in activation 

policies for example, which fail to include understanding of the times women are looking 

after children. Additionally, there is evidence of barriers in paid care work, with a lack of 

recognition of such jobs being seen as a ‘proper’ career. This is something that gender 

neutralization campaigns could fix, although, prior to this there is a need for all types of 

policy to incorporate a gender perspective. All areas of policy need to focus on the individual 

circumstances of women, taking an intersectional approach to understand why they may 
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be excluded from some areas. An example here is the timing of adult educational classes 

that clash with the start of school. 

Lastly, there is also a need to pay more attention to the role of vulnerable women 

themselves. In one sense, this can refer to the inclusion of their voice in policymaking 

debates. A driver of this is the interaction with civil society groups, who are generally more 

successful in gaining the trust of vulnerable women. In another sense, a driver is the 

recognition of the importance of social networks. With the cuts of funding to civil society 

organisations, this is becoming more and more difficult yet at the same time more and more 

vital. A driver is thus the recognition of the need to create collaborative spaces where 

vulnerable women can socialize and gain support networks. Ultimately, this is closely 

related to the recognition of the importance of civil society. 

 

5.2 Policy recommendations 

With the above in mind, some policy recommendations are now addressed, summarizing 

the findings from both the policy analysis and fieldwork: 

Employment 

• Facilitate women in access to employment. 

• This includes the incorporation of understanding of individual circumstances, 

addressing the importance of family – work reconciliation and acknowledging the 

need to provide flexible working arrangements. Part time work is not seen as 

beneficial in this sense due to its impact on the gender pay gap, instead options such 

as working from home or the introduction of all day schools is needed. 

• Foster new masculinities in the care task. 

• There is a need to change societal stereotypes of care work being women’s work. 

This is something that needs to be applied to both domestic and paid employment. 

Quota systems or public awareness campaigns are beneficial for this, as is hard 

policy addressed to paternity leave. 

• Ensure transparency in pay scales. 

• Transparency should be evident in regards to pay scales, pushing companies to 

actively want to hire women in higher positions.  

• Universal minimum or living wage. 

• The introduction of a universal minimum or living wage directly helps women, 

particularly those from vulnerable groups, receive better pay. However, issues still 
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arise even in countries where this is present, so tighter regulation needs to be in 

place to prevent exploitation.  

• Modifying activation policies in line with care importance. 

• Activation policies can be damaging if they do not take into account unpaid care 

work and work in an almost anti-care level. Welfare systems should take into 

account the accessibility vulnerable women have to, for example, job-seeking 

appointments, acknowledging the issues that can arise with areas such as child care. 

• Increase the availability and affordability of childcare. 

• Evidence suggests that countries where childcare is available at an affordable rate 

exceed in female employment levels.  

• Extending and increasing legislation about maternity and paternity rights.  

• Vulnerable women are hindered by maternity leave policies that do not pay over a 

long time frame. Greater pressure on companies to do this can help. Non-

transferable paternity leave works well as a tool to decrease the gendered nature of 

care work.  

• Presenting companies with potential candidate databases. 

• Presenting companies with databases of potential suitable candidates who are 

women can increase the hiring of women in top positions.  

Health 

• Ensure the active involvement of women to combat gender based violence. 

• Include the voices of those who are vulnerable and those who have experienced 

gender-based violence in order to research and design policy that can better prevent 

it. 

• Implement European guidelines based on scientific evidences especially for 

vulnerable groups to improve health care attention. 

• There is a need to incorporate scientific evidence into the way health services should 

operate. This includes increased knowledge of how to act in a culturally sensitive 

way and increased knowledge of prevention and detection techniques in regards to 

gender violence. The sharing of good practices and cross collaboration between 

different actors is key to this. 

• Increasing mental health services and ensuring their affordability. 
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• Mental health services should be increased, with a promotion of access to the LGBTI 

community and other vulnerable groups.  

Education 

• Training teachers on affective sexual education on scientific evidences. 

• Teachers should be trained on sexual education utilizing the best mechanisms. 

Knowledge sharing and best practices are key here. 

• Dialogic model of conflict prevention, especially for the youngest students. 

• There should be a greater focus on the education of both girls and boys in conflict 

resolution. Furthermore, education should be given as to women’s rights, gender 

relations and empowerment.  

• Increase training programmes for adults. 

• Help adults from vulnerable groups enter the labour market by providing affordable 

training programmes, that are available at times that do not coincide with care work. 

There is a need to ensure a lot of options are present and that such programmes do 

not reflect gender stereotypes and instead make classes that can lead to higher paid 

jobs accessible. 

• Include spaces of counselling and reporting. 

• Encourage schools to deal with gender violence by actively promoting their role of 

responsibility in the issue, this can be achieved by ensuring schools contain spaces 

where instances of gender violence can be reported and victims can be counselled. 

• Educating children on the LGBTI community. 

• Making children aware of the LGBTI community and educating about specific issues. 

Education should not only focus on issues such as STIs but rather on making the 

community visible.  

• Ensure diversity of teaching staff. 

• Effort should be given to ensuring the diversity of teaching staff, providing 

vulnerable groups with role models.  

Housing 

• Obtaining social protection on housing.  

• More needs to be done to address the access vulnerable women have to housing. 

Social housing is key to this. There needs to be a recognition of the need for housing 

to be constructed with supportive social networks in mind. 
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• Create female homeless shelters and services. 

• Stopping the tendency of focusing homeless services on men and acknowledging the 

increase in female homelessness by ensuring facilities that deal with the issue in a 

good way are always available.  

• Replication of the successful policies that prevent the homelessness of gender 

violence victims.  

• Policies that have successfully tackled the issue of women choosing between staying 

with a violent partner or being homeless should be used. This includes policies that 

stop violent partners from entering homes where they have engaged in violence.  

 

Civic Engagement 

• Gender quotas. 

• Gender quotas can be utilized to ensure women are in decision-making positions in 

both the public, private and political sphere. 

• Vulnerable group inclusion. 

• Efforts need to be made in order to include vulnerable groups in decision-making 

processes. This can include policy makers working with civil society organisations. 

 

General  

• Focus on enabling the creation of social networks. 

• Taking the importance of social networks into account when promoting policies in a 

variety of areas such as housing, educational and more. Funding for civil society 

organisations that create social networks is a step towards empowering vulnerable 

groups in all five thematic areas.  

 

• Collaborative work. 

• To increase gender equality, collaborative work needs to occur with a variety of 

actors, utilizing their knowledge and skills together. This includes working with civil 

society, the private sector, the public sector and vulnerable women themselves.  

• Public awareness campaigns. 

• Events that promote and highlight gender inequality in the public can help break 

down gender stereotypes and increase social cohesion amongst groups. 

• Evaluate existing policy. 
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• Ensure that policies are regularly evaluated in order to address their success. 

Promote the role of women in this process. 

• Engage in research. 

• Ensure that research takes place regularly on the situation of women in vulnerable 

groups in order to see what needs to be addressed. Promote the role of women in 

this process. 

• Prevent generalized policies. 

• Policies should not be so generalized and instead should address the specific issues 

of vulnerable groups. 
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Appendix I: Table of participants in the fieldwork 

Country Organization Information 

 
Ireland 

National Women’s 
Council of Ireland 
(NWCI) 

Senior level representative who has extensive experience on 
campaigning on women’s issues 

Waterford 
Institute of 
Technology (WIT) 

Several years of experience living and working with homeless 
women and victims of domestic violence. A lecturer and 
expert on the issue of female homelessness.  

Single Parents 
Acting for the 
Rights of Kids 
(SPARK) 

Senior level representative, national campaigner for single 
parents (mainly women). Experience in running numerous 
national campaigns for the rights of people who are parenting 
alone and for their children. 

Activist and 
Academic 

Former policy officer with the Alzheimer’s society. Has had 
direct involvement in several working class community 
groups dealing with community care issues. 

St. Michael’s Estate 
Family Resource 
Centre (Working 
class community 
Centre) 

Senior level representative, working class community activist 
and campaigner around housing and poverty in their local 
area. Previously qualified as a machinist and has experience 
working in factories for many years.  

AkiDwA (Swahili 
for sisterhood) 

Senior level representative with experience running 
numerous campaigns for African and migrant women’s rights 
in Ireland. Worked to challenge the direct provision System 
for asylum seekers. Experience working in Uganda and the DR 
Congo. 

Catholic Blind 
Mission (CBM) 
Working globally to 
improve the 
quality of life for 
people with 
disabilities 

An activist for women with disabilities who has campaigned 
on disability issues internationally 

Cyprus Academic 
convenor provider 
of advice and 
training for 
institutions and 
leaders. 

Experienced in the field of gender equality at the 
International, national and regional level: management of 
institutions dealing with gender equality and human rights. 
Extensive knowledge of EU policies and polítics.  
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Associate to the 
Mediterranean 
Institute of Gender 
Studies 

Activist for social justice working as a trainer, researcher, 
workshop and group facilitator on various issues that pertain 
to human rights such as diversity and inclusion, racism and 
xenophobia, human rights education, children’s rights, 
gender and equality, violence against women and LGBTIQ 
rights. 
 

Mediterranean 
Institute of Gender 
Studies 

Senior level representative with extensive experience in the 
coordination and management of projects in gender equality 
training and education, and in gender research and analysis, 
with particular expertise on issues of gender and social policy, 
and violence against women. Member of the Advisory 
Committee for the Prevention and Combatting of Family 
Violence. 
 

Mediterranean 
Institute of Gender 
Studies 

Coordinator of various projects related to gender and 
migration, Integration and trafficking in women for the 
purpose of sexual and labour exploitation. Expert in migration 
and integration legislation as well as legislation and actions to 
combat Trafficking in Human beings at a national and EU 
level, working to incorporate a feminist perspective.  
 

Cyprus Family 
Planning 
Association 

Senior representative and activist with experience in the 
coordination and management of projects, ensuring 
relationships and strategic alliances with various 
governmental, nongovernmental and other stakeholders. 
Expertise in sexuality education, violence against women and 
youth involvement and participation.  
 

Gender Equality 
Committee in 
Employment and 
Vocational 
Education 

Postgraduate degree holder in gender equality. Contributed 
towards the establishment of the Cyprus Equity Observatory. 
Involved in the implementation of European projects mainly 
focused on discrimination on grounds of ethnicity, religion, 
age, disability, gender, race and sexual orientation.  
 

KISA – Action for 
Equality, Support, 
Antiracism, 

Experience working in the field of migration and asylum A 
social justice activist who volunteers in a number of civil 
society organisations active in a diverse spectrum of human 
rights fields (gender-based discrimination, LGBTI rights, bi-
communal/ reconciliation issues). 
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Administration 
and Human Rights 
policy officer 
(Ombudsman). 

Expert on LGBT rights in Cyprus. Previous experience working 
for the European Commission and the UNHCR in Greece. 
 

Association for the 
Prevention and 
Handling of 
Violence in the 
Family. 

Clinical Psychologist working with domestic violence victims 
for more than 11 years. Experience in doing workshops and 
presentations to various groups such as students, parents, 
other professionals and the public on various topics related 
to domestic violence.  
 

The 
Netherlands 

Federatie 
Nederlandse 
Vakverenigingen 

Policy advisor specialising in work and care to the largest 
trade union in the Netherlands and member of the Women’s 
Committee of the European Trade Union Confederation and 
International Trade Union Confederation. Expert on equal 
pay issues. 
 

Former social 
democratic 
minister for 
education, science 
and culture 

Expert on work-care reconciliation and civic engagement. 
Previously responsible for gender-equality and diversity in 
the ministry of education, science and culture. 
 

Atira, knowledge 
institute for 
emancipation and 
women’s history. 

Expert on gender-based violence. Professor at Amsterdam 
University with a specialisation in gender based violence. 
 
 

Utrecht Medical 
Centre 

Lecturer at the Utrecht Medical Centre (Academic 
hospital/UMC), general practitioner and founder of the 
healthcare centre for male sexual problems. 
 

WomenInc Representative from WomenInc, an organisation aimed at 
improving the chances for women in the Netherlands. 
Expert on income and Health.  

WomenInc Participant from WomenInc, and organisation aimed at 
improving the chances for women in the Netherlands.  
 

EVA (Education for 
Women with 
Ambition) 

Representative from EVA, organisation that provides service 
to low level literate women, enhancing women’s literacy, 
aiming to support women to formulate their own ambitions, 
to promote their self-development and in the end encourage 
them to either get back to school or find a job.  
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EVA (Education for 
Women with 
Ambition) 

Participant from EVA, organisation that provides service to 
low level literate women, enhancing women’s literacy, 
aiming to support women to formulate their own ambitions, 
to promote their self-development and in the end encourage 
them to either get back to school or find a job.  
 
 

Spain Foundation EDE Representative from Foundation EDE, an organisation that 
shares values and offers people independent services. Its aim 
is to help women find employment or to improve their 
current employment status. Promotes women 
empowerment, self-knowledge and networking with other 
women.  
 

Supergintza Representative from Supergintza, an organisation that Works 
on promoting spaces in which women create networks of 
solidarity among them.  
 

Gizarterako Representative from Gizarterako, an organisation that has 
more than 30 years experience in welcoming, empowering 
and responding to the needs of women who have practices 
prostitution.  
 

Las Oblatas Representative from Las Oblatas, an organisation that has 
worked since 1999 to develop alternatives for women who 
practice prostitution, focusing on providing an integral 
service to the person, personal responses and immediacy in 
response, awareness and social reporting.  
 

Servicios Sociales 
Gobierno Vasco 

Representative from the Department of Employment and 
Social Policies of the Basque Government. Expert in collecting 
the different measures the government offers to women 
victims of gender violence.  
 
 

Foundation 
Penascal 

Representative from the Penascal Foundation, an 
organisation that offers professional training, guidance for 
job search and is closely related to insertion companies. They 
also carry out integral action, responding to social as well as 
labour Integration.  
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Gizatea Representative from Gizatea, an association of job insertion 
companies of the Basque country, dedicated to 
accompanying people in their job search process. Generally 
Works with unemployed people who are at risk of social 
exclusion, with specific difficulties in regards to accessing the 
labour market.  
 

Fundació ARED Representative from the ARED Foundation, an organisation 
that Works to achieve the social and labour Integration of 
people in a situation of social exclusion, mainly women 
coming from penitentiary centres and social services. 
 

United Platform 
against Gender 
Violence 

Representative from an organisation that aims to make 
violence against women visible and to end it in society. 
 

SURT Foundation Representative from a social action entity that Works to 
effectively enforce the economic, social and cultural rights of 
women and to eradicate gender discrimination. 
 

Chrysallis Representative from an association aimed at helping the 
families of transsexual children, providing knowledge, 
establishing dialogues and making the issue visible.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


