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INCREASING WOMEN’S ECONOMIC 
ACTIVITY	
Increasing women’s economic activity 
is key to promoting gender equality in 
society and contributing to European 
competitiveness. A prerequisite is to 
ensure equal opportunities for women 
and men to work as employees and 
entrepreneurs throughout life. Essential 
for such activities are social protection 
and taxation systems conducive to work, 
as well as high-quality, accessible and 
affordable childcare and long-term care 
infrastructure and financing.

FIGHTING GENDER STEREOTYPES
Informed choices are vital to achieving 
greater gender equality. Understanding 
the economic implications of decisions 
related to education, occupation and 
labour market participation is crucial 
to tackling gender segregation and 
remuneration gaps. Addressing gender 
segregation across all industries should 
be a key priority, as it will foster greater 
equality, diversify skillsets, and drive 
Europe’s competitiveness.

TRANSFORMING EDUCATION FOR THE 
DIGITAL ERA	
The digital and green transitions require a 
workforce skilled in STEM (Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering and Mathematics), 
and ICT (Information and Communica-
tion Technology), areas where women are 
still underrepresented. While increasing  
women’s engagement in STEM and ICT is 
critical to driving technological advance-
ment, economic growth, and innovation, 
it is equally important to promote men’s 
labour market participation in sectors 
where they are underrepresented. 
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The European Commission should adopt 
a holistic approach to gender equality by 
addressing actual underlying root causes of 
inequality, such as disparities in conditions 
for labour market participation. It is also 
important to prioritize driving cultural 
change to ensure sustainable change in all 
areas of society. 

The Commission should conduct thorough 
impact assessments, including competi-
tiveness checks, of all new EU regulations 
on gender equality across Europe, which in 
turn informs a nuanced and objective de- 
bate. Impact assessments require the  
availability of solid and relevant data 
and sufficient analytical capacity. Impact  
assessments are important in the initial 
stages when a proposal is first put forward. 
In addition, the Council and the European  
Parliament should also conduct impact 
assessments when a proposal changes  
significantly during the negotiation process. 
Analyses, data and facts bring substance 
and nuance to gender-equality debates.

The European Institute for Gender Equa-
lity (EIGE) can play an important role, in 
closer cooperation with social partners,  
in developing  a more analytical and evi-
dence-based approach to gender-equality 
initiatives. An evidence-based approach 
helps ensure that initiatives are based on 
facts.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
THE EU’S APPROACH TO 
GENDER EQUALITY
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INTRODUCTION

The challenges facing Europe, as 
highlighted in the Draghi report,  
underscore the need for increased 
economic activity by all – both women 
and men. Gender equality is a critical 
driver of economic growth, innovation, 
and social cohesion. With a shrinking 
population, an ageing society, and  
reduced competitiveness, it is crucial 
to unlock untapped potential to ensure  
all demographic groups contribute 
fully to the economy, enhancing ove-
rall growth and competitiveness in the  
global economy.1	

The number of people reaching 
retirement age is set to increase signi-
ficantly over the coming decades.2 
By 2070, the working-age population 
is expected to decline by nearly 50 
million, placing additional pressure on 
economic and social systems. Current 
EU fertility rates are insufficient 
to replace the outgoing workers. 
Therefore, addressing and impr-
oving labour market participation, 
particularly among women, will be 
crucial in mitigating these issues. 
Women represent the highest potential 
for increasing workforce participa-
tion, with the possibility of adding 
17.3 million more active individuals by  
2030.3 Unlocking this untapped po-
tential and facilitating cross-sector 
mobility, particularly towards high 
demand sectors (e.g. renewable energy 
sector) is key to addressing labour and 
skills shortages.

1	  European Commission, Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE), 2023.
2	  European Commission, Ageing Report, 2024.
3	  European Commission, Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE), 2023.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/esde-2023/
https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/publications/2024-ageing-report-economic-and-budgetary-projections-eu-member-states-2022-2070_en
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/esde-2023/
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KEY PRIORITIES FOR 
THE GENDER EQUALITY 
STRATEGY POST-2025
In response to these challenges,  
BusinessEurope calls for a comprehensive 
approach to increasing women’s economic  
activity, focusing on both employees and  
entrepreneurs. This includes addressing bar-
riers such as disincentives in taxation and  
social protection systems, poor care in-
frastructure, and lack of support for  
women in high-demand sectors, such as 
STEM and digital industries. The post-
2025 Gender Equality Strategy should  
focus on facilitating women’s integration into 
the green and digital transitions, driving both 
gender equality and economic growth. 

 
Addressing these issues is crucial, espec- 
ially in light of growing skills mismatches 
and labour shortages. The post-2025  Gender    
Equality Strategy must leverage emerging 
opportunities to advance women’s entrepre- 
neurship and career advancement, essential 
for overcoming workforce challenges, ensuring 
industry resilience, and building a more 
inclusive and competitive European economy.
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CHART 1: DECLINE IN WORKING-AGE POPULATION (15-64 YEARS) IN THE 
EU (%), 2022-2100

Source: Eurostat (online data code: proj_23ndbi).
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CHART 2: EMPLOYMENT RATES (%), (2023)

Source: Employment rate data: Eurostat, European Commission, annual statistics.
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INCREASING WOMEN’S 
ECONOMIC ACTIVITY

Despite women in the EU having higher average 
education levels than men, their employment 
rates remain significantly lower. In 2023, the 
EU employment rate for men of working age 
was 80.4%, compared to 70.2% for women. 
Women also work fewer hours on average, 
with family responsibilities often affecting 
their employment opportunities. The full-time 
equivalent employment rate for women stands 
at 42%, compared to 57% for men, underscoring  

domestic responsibilities as a critical barr-
ier to women’s full participation in the 
labour market. Additionally, women are 
overrepresented in part-time and tempo- 
rary work, with 28.5% of women working  
part-time compared to just 8.4% of men. 
Addressing these barriers, including “the 
mismatch” between women’s higher educa-
tional attainment and their labour market 
outcomes, remains essential to achieving 
gender equality in employment. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Employment_-_annual_statistics#:~:text=The%20EU%20employment%20rate%20was,women%20of%2010.2%20percentage%20points.
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Equally, the disparity between men and women 
with respect to educational results needs to be 
tackled in the long run.4 Considering Europe’s 
structural labour and skills shortages, exacer-
bated by an ageing population, the focus should  
shift  towards  increasing  employment rate and

4	  European Commission, Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE), 2024.
5	  See BusinessEurope Policy Orientation Note on Working Time Flexibility, September 2023.

encouraging part-time workers, particularly 
women, to work more hours. This approach will 
better align with the need for a sustainable and 
inclusive labour market, as the current context 
is not conducive to further working time reduc-
tions.5 

REDUCING THE GENDER EMPLOYMENT GAP

1.	 To enhance women’s participation in the 
labour market systemic issues – particularly 
in the areas of taxation, social protection 
systems, and care infrastructure – must be 
addressed. These persistent and structural 
barriers disproportionately impact women. 

2.	 Increasing and promoting women’s partici- 
pation in the labour market – including 
a focus on the consequences of part time 
employment – is crucial for reducing pay 
disparities. By identifying and removing 
barriers to women’s economic activity, 
the gender pay gap and the resulting 
pension gap can be significantly reduced.  
Initiatives that enhance women’s access to  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
employment and career progression will  
drive a more equitable distribution of 
earnings and long-term financial security 
for both men and women.

3.	 The above-mentioned issues, which 
hinder women’s economic independence 
and contribute to broader labour market 
inefficiencies, such as skill shortages and 
reduced productivity, require targeted 
reforms. These reforms would create 
a supportive environment for women’s 
participation in the labour market, advance 
gender equality, and foster economic 
growth and competitiveness, benefitting 
society as a whole.

CHART 3: NON-EARNERS IN COUPLES BY GENDER AND SITUATION (%), (2019)

Source: EIGE, Report, Financial independence and gender equality.
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https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/esde-2024/index.html
https://www.businesseurope.eu/publications/working-time-flexibility-businesseurope-policy-orientation-note
https://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/financial-independence-and-gender-equality.pdf
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TAX AND SOCIAL SECURITY SYSTEMS CONDUCIVE TO WORK

4.	 National tax-benefit systems often create 
financial disincentives for employment, 
particularly for secondary earners. These 
systems can inadvertently discourage 
workforce participation by making employ-
ment less financially viable for second  
earners within households.

5.	 “False incentives” in tax and social security 
laws can further discourage women’s 
participation in the workforce. Such 
disincentives may arise from factors like 
joint taxation systems, marriage laws, 
or cultural factors, which unintentionally 
penalise second earners - often women. 
Tax policies and pension calculations 
should not disincentivise second earners/
persons from seeking paid employment.

GERMANY’S TAX REFORM

The German government is currently work-
ing on reforming its income splitting for 
married couples. Currently under the tax 
class combination III/V, the secondary 
earner faces high marginal tax rates. This 
tax class combination will be abolished from 
2030. Instead, all married couples will be 
taxed according to class “IV/IV with factor”, 
essentially distributing the splitting advantage 
evenly between spouses and reducing the 
marginal tax rate for the secondary earner. 
This should hence increase female labour force 
participation. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR ACTION

At European level:

•	 Along with Member States, the European 
Commission and the European Institute for 
Gender Equality (EIGE) should conduct, in 
close cooperation with social partners, an 
in-depth analysis of the main barriers to 
women’s employment in Europe, including 
barriers to full-time employment. This 
analysis would provide a foundation for 
Member States to address structural 
barriers to women’s employment.

•	 The European Commission should lead by 
goal setting, such as increasing women’s 
labour market participation by a set target 
to be reviewed in the European Semester 
process. This approach considers the 
unique challenges faced by each Member 
State and gives them flexibility in addressing 
them. 

At national level:

•	 Governments should address tax and 
social security laws that may discourage 
second earners, particularly women, from 
participating in the labour market.

•	 Policies should be developed to foster 
women in entrepreneurship, with a focus 
on improving access to funding. Enhanced 
VET programmes, business training, and 
mentorship opportunities are essential to 
support women in building on their existing 
knowledge and expertise.
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7	  EIGE, Report, Financial independence and gender equality, 2024.
8	  See BusinessEurope Position Paper, Priorities for the EU’s social dimension 2024-2029, October 2024.

MAKING PROGRESS ON MIGRANT WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT  
PARTICIPATION

9.	 Women with a migration background and 
dependent children face significant barriers 
to employment. In fact, 30% of women with 
a migration background in couples are non-
earning partners, compared to only 8% of 
men.7 

10.	Furthermore, data shows that the time it 
takes to enter a first job also increases with 
time and with a notable gender distinction. 
Five years post- immigration to a Euro area 
country, only 31% of women had started 
their first job, compared to 76% of men.

11.	Limited access to labour markets for family 
members under the EU Family Reunification  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Directive and restrictive national pre- 
entry conditions hinder integration efforts.8  
Addressing these barriers is crucial for   
integrating migrant women into the labour 
market, enhancing workforce competitive-
ness, and expanding the talent pool.

12.	As concerns Ukrainian refugees, the  
employment rate is relatively high com-
pared to other refugee groups. However, a  
notable barrier, in addition to language, can 
be childcare provision. This is particularly 
important given that around 75% of Ukrai-
nian refugees in the EU are women and 
children. 

REDUCING THE GENDER ENTREPRENEURSHIP GAP 

6	 European Parliament, Report, Reaching women’s economic independence through entrepreneurship and  
self-employment, 2022.

6.	 Supporting women’s economic activity and 
entrepreneurship is essential for promo-
ting gender equality and bolstering overall 
economy. Currently, women represent 34% 
of the self-employed population and 30% of 
start-up entrepreneurs across the EU.6 

7.	 There is a strong need for further action to 
facilitate women’s entrepreneurship, inclu-
ding fostering public–private partnerships. 

8.	 Recognising and valuing the skills and 
expertise women possess, particularly 
in sectors such as care and education, is 
crucial, as these areas hold significant 
entrepreneurial potential.

  

 
 
PROMOTING WOMEN  
ENTREPRENEURS

In 2019, MEDEF launched the Femmes du 
MEDEF network to promote women business 
leaders and encourage their involvement in 
the employers’ movement. Since then, 29 
regional networks have been created, each 
with around 100 women leaders. The network 
fosters solidarity, best practice sharing, and 
helps modernise MEDEF to appeal to women 
entrepreneurs.

https://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/financial-independence-and-gender-equality.pdf
https://www.businesseurope.eu/sites/buseur/files/media/position_papers/social/2024-10-16_priorities_eu_social_dimension_2024-2029_final.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2022-0096_EN.html
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fshowcase%2F42970920%2Fadmin%2Fdashboard%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cg.antonucci%40businesseurope.eu%7C223a3851b1be4e25583508dd36499400%7C6089242748114444b3f6b4b4f8f6a688%7C0%7C0%7C638726411838086974%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=mHhDJRwXN68AxGRRdfrWL8Fn1J0XHb9LLvuRiNzWYaM%3D&reserved=0
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fshowcase%2F42970920%2Fadmin%2Fdashboard%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cg.antonucci%40businesseurope.eu%7C223a3851b1be4e25583508dd36499400%7C6089242748114444b3f6b4b4f8f6a688%7C0%7C0%7C638726411838086974%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=mHhDJRwXN68AxGRRdfrWL8Fn1J0XHb9LLvuRiNzWYaM%3D&reserved=0
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LABOUR MARKET INTEGRATION OF MIGRANTS

To enhance the labour market integration of refugees, Germany introduced the “Job-Turbo” 
programme, which focuses on rapid placement with employers. Additionally, extra funding was 
allocated for language courses alongside employment. Despite challenging economic conditions, 
this strategy has shown at least partial success, including for women.

In Poland, Estonia and Netherlands, a promising practice has been the involvement of qualified 
Ukrainian teachers as assistants to address staffing shortages. This practice offers valuable potential 
for expansion in other Member States.

9   EIGE, Report, Gender Inequalities in Care and Consequences in the Labour Market, 2021.
10	 European Commission, Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE), 2024.
11	 EIGE, Publication, Understanding economic violence against women, 2023.

SUGGESTIONS FOR ACTION

At European level:

•	 BusinessEurope is calling for a targeted re-
vision of the Family Reunification Directive 
to enhance labour market participation of 
family reunification migrants. This would 
support the labour market activation of 
a key group of currently inactive workers 
as well as widen the pool of people that 
are making social security contributions,  
reducing dependency on other financial 
support measures.

At national level:

•	 Governments should develop policies that 
promote financial independence and im-
plement targeted policies to integrate  
migrant women into the labour market, 
boosting economic growth and productivity. 

•	 Early intervention and the development of 
specific measures to address barriers faced 
by migrant women should be prioritised. 

REDUCING THE GENDER CARE GAP

13.	Professionally active women spend an 
average of 90 minutes more per day on 
housework and caregiving than employed 
men, directly limiting their workforce 
participation.9 Women are more likely to 
engage in daily housework (63% compared 
to 36%) and childcare (34% compared to 
25%)10. Caregiving responsibilities also led  
 
 

 
 
 
19% of economically inactive women in 
the EU to not seek employment in 2022, 
compared to only 3% of men.

14.	High childcare costs and limited availability, 
especially in remote areas, remain a major 
barrier to women’s full-time employment.11 
Expanding access to affordable, high- 
 
 
 

https://www.germany4ukraine.de/hilfeportal-en/online-services/the-job-turbo-initiative-has-started-2256582
https://eige.europa.eu/publications-resources/publications/gender-inequalities-care-and-consequences-labour-market?language_content_entity=en
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/esde-2024/index.html
https://eige.europa.eu/publications-resources/publications/understanding-economic-violence-against-women-need-harmonised-definitions-and-data-eu?language_content_entity=en
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quality childcare will improve labour force  
participation and reduce gender gaps in 
employment, pay, and pensions.12

15.	To facilitate women’s workforce integration 
and at the same time increase birth rates 
in line with women and men’s aspirations,  
support for the revised Barcelona targets  
for 2030 is necessary, including ambitious 
goals for early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) enrolment and out-of-school 
care (after-school services).13 Currently, 
approximately 37% of children aged 0-2 
are enrolled in ECEC, and 19 Member 
States  have not yet achieved the Barcelona  
targets.14	  

12	 Eurofound, Report, Social impact of migration: Addressing the challenges of receiving and integrating 
Ukrainian refugees, 2024.

13	 Council Recommendation on early childhood education and care: the Barcelona targets for 2030, 2022/C 
484/01, 2022.

14	 European Commission, Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE), 2024.
15	 European Commission, Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE), 2023.

16.	While the EU’s care strategy has made 
progress in improving childcare access 
and quality, it has yet to fully address the 
challenges associated with long-term care, 
which involves support for the elderly and 
individuals with chronic conditions. A more 
balanced approach is needed to support 
both childcare and long-term care. 

17.	Flexible work arrangements, negotiated by 
social partners at the appropriate levels, 
can support gender equality by balancing 
professional and personal lives on one side, 
and organisational and production needs 
of companies on the other.	   

For instance, reaching the targets for children under three in low-income households could raise 
women’s employment by 5 percentage points in Italy, 10 in Hungary, and 17 in Austria.15
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CHART 4: ADDITIONAL INVESTMENT NEEDS IN ECEC BY MEMBER STATE (% OF 
GDP), (YEARLY, TO MEET 2030 BARCELONA TARGETS)

Source: DG EMPL calculation based on Eurostat data; European Commission, Employment and Social  
Developments in Europe (ESDE), 2024

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/en/publications/2024/social-impact-migration-addressing-challenges-receiving-and-integrating-ukrainian
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32022H1220(01)
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/esde-2024/index.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/esde-2023/
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/esde-2024/index.html
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SUPPORTING WORKING PARENTS

In Cyprus, the Employers & Industrialists Federation (OEB) and the Private Preschool Education 
Association (CAPPE) launched the Tuition and Food Subsidy Scheme, implemented by the Deputy 
Ministry of Social Welfare in 2022. With €17 million in funding, it aims to support 21,000 children by 
2025, easing nursery and kindergarten costs for working parents. The Scheme enhances access to 
affordable early childhood education, creates jobs, and reduces public infrastructure costs, while 
offering training and advisory services to female entrepreneurs in the sector.

In the UK, initiatives such as tax-free childcare have made a significant impact on reducing care-
related employment barriers. For example, the government offers up to £2,000 annually per child, 
with additional funding for disabled children, and provides 30 hours of free childcare per week for 
working parents with children aged 9 months to 4 years. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR ACTION

 
At European Level:

•	 The Commission should prioritise childcare 
as a key political agenda.

•	 The European Commission should work 
closely with Member States to fully achieve 
the revised childcare and eldercare targets, 
focusing on both the accessibility and 
quality of care services. 

•	 The Commission should monitor and 
promote childcare investments and reforms 
through the European semester, fostering 
the necessary public-private cooperation 
for childcare infrastructures to reach the 
revised Barcelona targets.

•	 The Commission should link existing EU 
structural funds to the establishment or 
development of childcare infrastructure, 
prioritising support for countries strug-
gling to reach the target.

At national level:

•	 Governments should promote awareness 
regarding the effect of different distributions 
of care responsibilities and address the 
cultural aspects influencing their division.

•	 Parental leaves should be balanced, and 
efforts to promote equal take-up should be 
considered. Both too-short and too-long  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

leaves can negatively impact women’s 
employment, affecting their continuity of 
work, salary progression, and the likelihood 
of returning to the labour market.

•	 Governments should invest in policies that 
support work-life balance by expanding 
access to affordable, high-quality childcare, 
eldercare, care for dependent adults, and 
full-day school options, while limiting out-
of-pocket expenses. 

•	 Care credits should be implemented at 
the national level in a way that avoids 
discouraging women’s participation in the 
labour market. 

•	 Encouraging a better understanding of the 
link between (preferably full-time) employ-
ment and pension contributions is essen-
tial for securing adequate pensions.

•	 A comprehensive approach to long-term 
care could involve enhancing support 
systems for informal caregivers, expanding 
professional care services, and improving 
affordability and accessibility.

https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wbas.dmsw.gov.cy%2Fdmsw%2Fydep.nsf%2FAll%2F7D68FC162881C455C2258886003E89B3%3FOpenDocument&data=05%7C02%7Cg.antonucci%40businesseurope.eu%7C50c411e4fe3d41cefb5f08dd49c350af%7C6089242748114444b3f6b4b4f8f6a688%7C0%7C0%7C638747825450445400%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sgFSt6At2sXGW0CMg7sJgRmMR8hgmCAZXDWAoujetJY%3D&reserved=0
https://www.gov.uk/tax-free-childcare
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FIGHTING GENDER  FIGHTING GENDER  
STEREOTYPESSTEREOTYPES

Gender stereotypes persist as a significant bar-
rier to gender equality, influencing educational 
and subsequent career choices by steering  
interest towards subjects deemed ‘appropriate’ 
for each gender. For instance, science is often 
perceived as a male domain, discouraging girls 
from pursuing STEM careers and perpetuating 
gender imbalances. Similarly, care jobs are 
often seen as a female domain, discouraging 
boys from pursuing these fields of education 
and employment. Addressing these biases  
requires a focus on education from an early  
age to drive a cultural shift. School orienta-
tion activities should be improved to help both  
boys and girls explore a wide range of career 
options beyond traditional gender roles.

Educators, from early education to higher 
learning, play a crucial role in shaping 
students’ choices. Biases among teachers and 
counsellors can discourage both women and 
men from pursuing underrepresented fields. 
Media and entertainment also shape societal 
attitudes towards gender. Promoting gender-
neutral representations and diverse role 
models can challenge stereotypes and foster 
more equitable gender roles. 

GERMANY’S CAMPAIGN  
TO MODERNISE CRAFTSMANSHIP 
 AND EMPOWER WOMEN
 
Germany’s “Image Campaign for Crafts-
manship”, launched by ZDB (German 
Confederation of Skilled Crafts, a member of 
the European Construction Industry Federation 
- FIEC), aims to modernise the image of 
craftsmanship, particularly among young 
people. The campaign highlights the sector’s 
diverse career opportunities and fosters 
networking for women in traditionally male-
dominated fields such as crafts, technology, 
and ecology. These networks play a crucial role 
in advancing women’s empowerment, driving 
gender equality in the economy, and enhancing 
professional and entrepreneurial skills.

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/news/germany-rebranding-apprenticeships-skilled-craft-trades-combat-labour-shortage
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/news/germany-rebranding-apprenticeships-skilled-craft-trades-combat-labour-shortage
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REDUCING LABOUR MARKET GENDER SEGREGATION 

 
 
 
 

18.	Ensuring that individuals make informed 
choices about education, career paths, 
and labour market participation is crucial. 
These choices impact remuneration gaps, 
including disparities in both pay and 
pensions, highlighting the need for better 
awareness and support to enable equitable 
opportunities.

19.	To effectively address labour market gen-
der segregation, it is essential to analyse  
employment participation by men and  
women across various sectors. Over the 
past decade, while there has been some 
progress, certain industries remain signifi-
cantly gender segregated. Sectors such as 
construction, transportation, and informa-
tion technology continue to be predomin- 
antly male-dominated, whereas healthcare 
and education are largely staffed by women. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

20.	Data analysis reveals that despite over-
all increases in female labour market 
participation, gender segregation persists, 
particularly in sectors critical to econo-
mic and technological advancement. This 
ongoing segregation not only perpetuates 
gender inequality but also restricts the 
full utilisation of talent, hindering inclusive 
economic growth.

21.	The digital and green transitions present 
opportunities to address labour market 
gender segregation by reshaping indus-
tries and creating pathways for women 
in traditionally male-dominated sectors. 
To promote gender equality in high-
growth sectors central to future economic 
development, targeted initiatives - such as 
sector-specific agreements and training 
programmes - are crucial to dismantling 
barriers and ensuring that women can 
participate equally in the emerging green 
and digital economies.

CHART 5: GENDER SEGREGATION IN SHORTAGE OCCUPATIONS (SHARE OF DOMINANT 
GENDER PER OCCUPATION, %), EU-27

Source: European Commission, Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE), 2023.
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https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/esde-2023/
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WOMEN IN RAIL SECTORAL AGREEMENT

Women account for just 21% of the railway workforce, far below the EU average female labour 
market participation rate of 46%. For some professional categories within the sector, this figure 
is even lower. To address this disparity, the European Transport Workers Federation (ETF) and the 
Community of European Railways and Infrastructure Managers (CER) signed a European Social 
Partners Sectoral Agreement on Women in Rail in 2021. This key initiative aims to create a more 
inclusive work environment and attract more women to the sector by implementing concrete policies 
to enhance diversity and working conditions. Covering 92% of employees in the EU transport sector, 
this agreement remains the sole EU-level sectoral initiative focused on gender equality, showcasing 
how sector-specific frameworks can effectively promote gender equality and diversity.

SECTORAL AGREEMENT IN THE METALLURGICAL SECTOR

In 2024, the Union des Industries et Métiers de la Métallurgie (UIMM), a member of CEMEET (European 
Tech and Industry Employers), and three unions signed a new sectoral collective agreement on 
addressing professional equality and eliminating the gender pay gap. Key actions include raising 
awareness and providing support for gender equality in recruitment, employment, and vocational 
training. This agreement highlights the importance of embedding equality measures at the sectoral 
level.

SUGGESTIONS FOR ACTION

At European level:

•	 Efforts to tackle gender stereotypes from 
an early age, as previously outlined in the 
EU’s 2020–2025 Gender Equality Strategy, 
should be intensified. This includes tackling 
stereotypes around financial abilities, 
decision-making roles and perceptions of 
women’s entrepreneurial skills. 

•	 The European Commission should enhance 
the use of data collection and analysis 
for informed policy-making. Tools such 
as the European Commission’s “Gender 
Equality Strategy Monitoring Portal” and 
annual reports on girls’ participation in 
STEM and ICT studies under the European 
Digital Decade initiative should be used 
to measure progress and advise Member 
States on effective strategies.16

•	 EIGE should develop guidelines and best 
practices to help Member States re-
duce gender segregation in education  
 

16	 European Commission, Gender Equality Strategy Monitoring Portal.

 
 
 
 
 
and training across all levels, from  
early childhood education to vocational and  
higher education, ensuring greater inclusi-
vity. 

At national level:

•	 Member States should ensure access to 
data to enhance evidence-based decision-
making and develop effective strategies for 
addressing gender inequalities.

•	 Governments should collaborate with 
sectoral employers and social partners in 
industries facing labour shortages, align-
ing educational and career opportunities 
with market demands. Efforts should 
focus on addressing gender imbalances 
in underrepresented fields by promoting 
both women’s participation in male-
dominated sectors and men’s involvement 
in underrepresented fields.

https://www.cer.be/images/publications/positions/211105_CER-ETF_Agreement_Women_in_Rail.pdf
https://www.cer.be/images/publications/positions/211105_CER-ETF_Agreement_Women_in_Rail.pdf
https://uimm.lafabriquedelavenir.fr/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Accord-relatif-a-legalite-professionnelle-du-24-avril-2024.pdf
https://composite-indicators.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ges-monitor
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18	 European Commission, Gender Equality Strategy Monitoring Portal.
19	 Ibid.

ENCOURAGING CAREERS IN STEM AND ICT

22.	Despite women constituting 51% of the EU 
population, only 1 in 3 STEM graduates and 
1 in 5 ICT specialists are women.18 In the 
ICT sector, approximately one-quarter of 
women’s underrepresentation traces back 
to gender segregation in ICT education.19 
Exposure to broader stereotypes around 
ICT work contributes to gender divides in 
aspiration from an early age. By the age of 
15, around 1 in 10 boys express expectation 
to work in ICT, compared to only 1 in 100 
girls.

23.	To increase women’s participation in 
STEM and ICT, it is essential to challenge 
 
 
 
 

gender stereotypes that influence career 
aspirations  from an early age. Promoting 
inclusive education and providing targeted 
support, such as mentorship programmes 
and female role models, can encourage 
young women to explore careers in these 
fields.

24.	Furthermore, strategies should focus on 
creating a competitive market, developing 
a robust industrial base, and providing 
equal opportunities to ensure women’s full 
participation in these critical sectors.

33

17	 European Commission, Communication, 2030 Digital Compass: the European way for the Digital Decade, 
2021.

TRANSFORMING  
EDUCATION FOR THE 
DIGITAL ERA

The digital transformation of the workforce 
is rapidly reshaping the labour market, and 
with it, the demand for skilled professionals in 
STEM and ICT fields continues to grow. Despite 
the growing demand, the gender gap in these 
sectors remains a pressing issue. As of 2021,  
81% of ICT specialists were male, underscoring  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

how women remain notably underrepresented. 
With the launch of the EU Commission’s 
European Digital Decade initiative, which 
projects a need for 20 million ICT specialists 
by 2030,17 it is crucial to address this gender 
imbalance and ensure women can establish 
themselves and increase their participation in 
these fields.

https://composite-indicators.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ges-monitor
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/9fc32029-7af3-4ea2-8b7a-4cd283e8e89e_en?filename=cellar_12e835e2-81af-11eb-9ac9-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02_DOC_1.pdf
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STEM AND GENDER EQUALITY: INITIATIVES ACROSS EUROPE TO INSPIRE  
AND EMPOWER WOMEN

Austria’s ‘Children’s Day of Industry’ introduces kids to STEM careers via hands-on experiments and 
activities, with nearly 700 participants in its 2023 edition. It creates a platform for children to explore 
the possibilities within these fields early on.

In Ireland, the Teacher Internships programme, launched by Dublin City University with Accenture and 
the 30% Club, offers STEM teachers 12-week paid industry placements to deepen their knowledge 
and promote innovation in the classroom by equipping educators with the knowledge and resources 
to inspire the next generation of students.

ADVANCING VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING (VET) OP-
PORTUNITIES

25.	VET is a critical component of equi-
pping women with the skills needed to 
succeed. By integrating digital educat-
ion, lifelong learning, and STEM-related 
competencies into VET programmes, 
women can develop the tools necessary to 
thrive in competitive markets.	   
 

26.	Ensuring that VET programmes incorpo-
rate digital education, STEM competencies, 
and lifelong learning can ensure women’s 
successful participation in the green and  
digital transitions.
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CHART 6: GRADUATES AND EMPLOYMENT FIGURES BY GENDER (%), LATEST 
AVAILABLE DATA

Sources: Eurostat and European Commission (Women in the Digital Sector and ICT specialists in employment).

https://cwit.ie/2021/11/29/stem-teacher-internship-programme-inspiring-future-generations-building-the-stem-pipeline/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20240308-2#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20in%20the%20EU,compared%20with%202020%20(32.5%25)
http://  and 
http://European Commission 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2023/739380/EPRS_ATA(2023)739380_EN.pdf
http:// and
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=ICT_specialists_in_employment
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SUGGESTIONS FOR ACTION

At European level:

•	 The European Commission should en-
courage and support Member States in  
meeting the target of 25% of all tertiary 
graduates in STEM-related subjects by 
2030, up from the current rate of 22%.20 
A key factor in reaching this goal is the 
need to actively promote STEM education 
among girls, ensuring greater gender  
balance in these fields and driving overall 
progress toward the target.

At national level:

•	 Governments should raise awareness 
among young people about the impact 
of educational and professional choices, 
particularly encouraging women to 
pursue STEM and ICT from an early age, 
fostering interest in these fields for future 
career opportunities.

•	 The potential of digitalization and AI must 
be fully utilized to support flexible work  
processes and arrangements, where  
possible. This can create significant op- 
portunities, particularly in remote and 
rural areas, by improving access to  
employment, reducing geographical  
barriers, and offering more flexible  
working conditions. These changes 
can encourage greater participation of  
women in the labour market.

•	 To stimulate employment in green sec-
tors, targeted training and reskilling 
programmes for women are crucial to  
supporting entry into emerging green 
jobs and ensuring workforce adaptability.

20	 See BusinessEurope Position Paper on Priorities for the update of the European Industrial Strategy, February 
2021.

https://www.businesseurope.eu/sites/buseur/files/media/position_papers/iaco/2021-02-15_priorities_for_the_update_of_the_european_industrial_strategy.pdf





