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Preface

Equal treatment is a very powerful concept. Equality before the law lies at the heart of any 
democratic society. At the same time, it is closely linked to the notion of citizenship: being 
recognized as member of a community, and having the same rights to participate and bene� t as 
other members of that community. 
When we talk about equality at work, what we are really talking about is citizenship and 
democracy in employment, workplaces and trade unions, and hence also about participation, 
representation and access to positions of power. 

At the moment, around 42 percent of trade union members in Europe are women, which overall 
is a positive � gure, but � gures are ranging from 10 % in some organisations to 76 % in others�.  
And only a limited amount of women reach positions of in� uence and leadership in their union. 

An article in the Economist of April 2006 states �Forget China, India and the internet: economic 
growth is driven by women� and concludes by saying �However, if women are to get out and power 
the global economy, it is surely only fair that men should at last do more of the housework�.  

A recent pamphlet of the UK�s Equal Opportunities Commission  underlined that, if progress was 
made at the current rate, it would take for instance another 20 years to achieve equality in civil 
service top management in the UK, but another 200 years to achieve an equal number of women 
in Parliament.

These few examples underline on the one hand the key role that women play in shaping the 
future of Europe and indeed the face of European trade unions.  On the other hand they show the 
need to address the serious representation gap, and to ensure that policies are reviewed and 
adapted to genuinely serve men and women alike.   

This new ETUC survey, which is building on previous research but also for the � rst time has tried 
to cover all its af� liates including the 12 new EU Member States and the candidate countries, is 
an attempt to draw attention to this issue and to sound a warning bell to af� liates. 

Trade unions need women, and women need trade unions. 

The ETUC, in its congress of May 2007, has adopted a �Charter on Gender mainstreaming� which 
is expressing the commitment of  ETUC and its af� liates to take the necessary urgent measures 
to close the representation gap and to ensure gender mainstreaming in all processes of policy 
and decision making. 

Let us hope, that in 4 years time when we make our next survey into the position of women in 
trade unions we will be able to report about considerable improvements.
  

Catelene Passchier
Confederal Secretary ETUC
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Introduction

The research work of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) analysing the role of 
women in their af� liated member organisations dates back to 1994. A study �Women in Decision 
Making in Trade Unions�1 explored women�s participation in decision-making processes in ETUC 
member organisations for the � rst time. The conclusions of this study supported the ETUC in 
de� ning its � rst Equality Action Plan in 1995. 

Four years later, in 1998, the ETUC commissioned the Walloon Sociology Group of the Catholic 
University of Louvain (Belgium) to carry out new research on the �representativeness� of 
women in trade union decision-making structures in order to assess the changes that occurred 
between 1993 and 1999. In contrast with the previous research, this survey was extended to 
the ETUC af� liated organisations based in countries which at that time were candidates to 
join the EU. A second Equality Plan was adopted by the ETUC Executive Committee, based on 
the recommendations contained in this study entitled �The �Second Sex� of European trade 
unionism�2. The Equality Plan provided an assessment on its implementation to be carried out 
by 2003. 

Accordingly, in 2002 the ETUC conducted a survey among its af� liates to compare the progress 
achieved since 1999. The study �Women in Trade Unions: making the difference�3 provided for 
a detailed description of the position and presence of women in European and national trade 
union organisations af� liated to ETUC, as well as a recommendation to incorporate gender 
mainstreaming into their praxis. These � ndings led to the adoption of a third equality plan at 
the 2003 ETUC Congress in Prague (see Annex II of this report).. 

Finally, the latest survey to be conducted is the mid term review that the ETUC undertook in 2005 
in order to evaluate the progress made by its af� liated organisations in the implementation of 
the 2003 Equality Plan4.

This new study entitled �Women in trade unions in Europe: bridging the gaps�, has a twofold 
objective. The � rst is to update the outcomes of the survey realised in 2002, by gathering data 
on the proportion of female members of trade unions af� liated to the ETUC as well at the 
various levels of their decision-making bodies. The second objective aims to collect information 
to illustrate good practices on the incorporation of gender mainstreaming into trade union 
policies. 

The results of this study have also served to debate mechanisms and tools to be developed to 
put gender mainstreaming at the heart of trade union work, during a European conference that 
the ETUC organised in Berlin on 5th and 6th March 2007. The conclusions reached in Berlin, paved 
the way to the adoption of a Gender Mainstreaming Charter during the 11th ETUC Congress, that 
was held in Seville in May 2007. The Charter is annexed to the present report.

In keeping with the previous studies above-mentioned, the present survey focuses on the 
following areas: female membership of trade union organisations, the implementation of 
gender mainstreaming and the position of women in the decision-making process and bodies. 
In addition, special attention has been given to the trade union policies designed to increase 
the presence of women in senior level positions and decision-making bodies; the statutory 
provisions related to equal opportunities; the composition of trade union bodies in charge of 
gender equality and the role of trade unions as employers.

The progress made since 2002 will be highlighted in each section. The � ndings concerning the 
trade union confederations and those related to the European Industry Federations (EIFs) will 
be described in two separate chapters. 

1  Braithwaite M., Byrne C. (1994) �Women in Decision Making in Trade Unions�, Brussels, ETUC
2  Garcia, A. (2000), �The �Second Sex� of European Trade Unionism�, Brussels, ETUC
3  Garcia, A. (2002), �Women in Trade Unions: making the difference�, Brussels, ETUC http://www.etuc.org/IMG/pdf/genre_an_080403.pdf 
4  To read the ETUC position on the Mid-Term Review of the ETUC Equality Plan 2003-2007 see: http://www.etuc.org/a/2479 
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Part I
National 
Confederations

Target and methodology for National Trade Union Confederations
At present, there are 81 national trade union confederations af� liated to the ETUC. A � rst 
difference that should be pointed out in comparison with the survey carried out in 2002, is that 
this current report addresses the ETUC af� liated trade unions based in the member states that 
joined the EU in 2005 and in 2007 as well as those in the candidate countries. Therefore the 
range of trade unions concerned by this study is the widest compared to any of the previous 
ETUC research on gender equality. For the � rst time, it involves confederations that have never 
been part of an ETUC survey on the issue of gender equality (namely UATUC-Croatia, ASI and 
BSRB Iceland, SGB/USS-Switzerland and LANV-Liechtenstein). This methodological choice was 
strategic: the ETUC intended to cover all its member organisations in order to achieve the most 
comprehensive picture of the situation of its af� liates in relation to gender equality.

The survey has been built on a similar, but updated questionnaire with respect to the one used 
in previous years. It was sent by email at the beginning of December 2006 to all 81 national 
confederations. The confederations were given 3 weeks to return it, with a further 2 weeks 
extension (the � nal answers were consequently collected in the middle of February 2007). The 
questionnaire was structured in three main parts: the � rst part dealt with the issue of female 
membership; the second part focused on the implementation of gender mainstreaming and the 
third part was centred on women and their position at decision-making level, including four 
sub-sections: 
(i)  Trade union policies to increase women�s presence in decision-making positions; 
(ii)  Trade union statute provisions on women in decision-making and gender equality; 
(iii)  Trade union political bodies, their composition and policies on women in decision-

making; 
(iv)  the role of trade unions as employers. 

In line with the previous research, special attention was paid to the question of gender 
mainstreaming as well as the recent activities developed by trade unions in the � eld of gender 
equality. Moreover a speci� c section on statutory provisions was added, in order to assess the 
formal place given to gender equality by the trade unions� constitutions. Confederations were 
also explicitly asked to enclose additional documents and material that could help the ETUC 
to better understand the policies and activities developed by the unions in the development of 
gender mainstreaming. Most of them enclosed their Constitution and a copy of adopted policy 
resolutions. All these documents have been taken into consideration in the drafting of this 
report.

  WOMEN IN TRADE UNIONS IN EUROPE:  BRIDGING THE GAPS
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In order to facilitate response, the questionnaire was distributed in � ve languages: English, 
French, German, Italian and Spanish. A glossary was also enclosed in order to clarify the meaning 
of some terms referring to governing bodies5.

The number of questionnaires returned was 61, with a considerably high response rate of 75%. 

The preliminary results of the survey were presented at the conference �Tools, Mechanisms and 
Instruments to put gender mainstreaming at the heart of the ETUC�that the ETUC organised 
in Berlin on 5th and 6th March 2007. During the conference, female and male representatives of 
trade unions af� liated to the ETUC and experts in this � eld were given the opportunity to voice 
their opinion on the � gures provided and complement them with furt-ming and measures to 
increase the number of women in decision making positions6.

The results of this survey were analysed by Cinzia Sechi.

Results of the 2006 Survey: National Trade Union Confederations
The results described in the following chapter relate to the trade union confederations af� liated 
to ETUC which returned the questionnaire. The chapter will analyse different priority areas of 
action that need to be tackled in order to achieve gender equality within trade unions. 

The main changes as regards the ETUC 2002 and (when appropriate) 1999 survey will be 
highlighted for each area. Nevertheless, methodological differences with the previous research 
should be kept in mind: the 2002 survey addressed 36 confederations and did not involve trade 
unions from acceding and candidate countries. 

5  The questionnaire sent to confederations is available in the ETUC website under the section: �Gender Equality�/Pubblications�. 
6  For further information on the Conference ��Tools, Mechanisms and Instruments to put gender mainstreaming at the heart of the ETUC� 
see: http://www.etuc.org/r/1075 

  WOMEN IN TRADE UNIONS IN EUROPE:  BRIDGING THE GAPS
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1Female trade union membership
  

Gender disaggregated data are a crucial prerequisite to the formulation, 
monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes aimed at enhancing the 
role of women in trade unions. The ETUC has been encouraging its members to 
collect data on the sex of their af� liates since the adoption of its � rst Equality 
Action Plan in 1995. However, the objective has not been achieved completely, 
despite the growing number of unions that have put in place methods or 
processes in order to gather reliable � gures on the sex of their members. As 
will be described later in this chapter, 15% of ETUC af� liated members do not 
gather nor keep sex disaggregated statistics on their memberships.

As previously mentioned in the introduction, out of the 81 trade union confederations that 
were addressed by the survey, 61 responded to the questionnaire, covering about 1,750 sectoral 
trade union organisations and over 2,000 territorially based organisations. This survey provides 
information on the gender equality policies of trade unions based in 32 different countries, 
representing approximately over 52,800,000 members of whom around 19,600,000 are women. 

The table below lists the confederations that returned the questionnaire, providing disaggregated 
data on their trade union membership. Trade unions who failed to take part in the survey are 
marked in grey.

TABLE 1: FEMALE TRADE UNION MEMBERSHIP IN CONFEDERATIONS

COUNTRY TRADE UNION
TRADE UNION 
MEMBERSHIP

(TOTAL)

TRADE UNION 
MEMBERSHIP

(WOMEN)

(%) (n/N)
Andorra USDA   
Austria OGB 1.272.011 33,3% 422.950

Belgium
ABVV / FGTB 1.200.000 41,0% 492.000
ACV / CSC 1.601.2781 42,7% 683.559
CGSLB/ACLVB 220.813 44,5% 98.323

Bulgaria
CITUB-KNBS 251.000 52,0% 130.520
PODKREPA 155.000 40,0% 62.000

Croatia SSSH / UATUC 211.205 48,0% 101.378

Cyprus
SEK   
TURK-SEN   

Czech Republic CMK OS 511.000 45,0% 229.950

Denmark
AC   
FTF 450.000 - -
LO-DK 1.323.795 48,9% 647.166

Estonia
EAKL 43.776 58,6% 25.666
TALO 30.000 50,0% 15.000

Finland
AKAVA 461.094 52,1% 240.000
SAK 1.010.000 46,0% 464.600
STTK 640.000 67,0% 428.800

France

CFDT 810.000 44,5% 360.450
CFTC 138.623 38,3% 53.055
CGT 725.000 28,0% 203.000
FO 800.000 45,0% 360.000
UNSA 307.000 - -

Germany DGB 6.500.000 30,8% 2.000.000

Greece
ADEDY   
GSEE 840.000 - -

2003 ETUC 
Action Plan, 
Objective 1: 
�Keep statistics 
regarding 
membership�
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COUNTRY TRADE UNION
TRADE UNION 
MEMBERSHIP

(TOTAL)

TRADE UNION 
MEMBERSHIP

(WOMEN)

(%) (n/N)

Hungary

ASzSz   
LIGA 101.000 30% 30.300
MOSz 53.416 51,2% 27.349
MSzOSz 205.000 47,0% 96.350
SZEF   
ÉSZT   

Iceland
ASI 99.164 47,0% 46.589
BSRB   

Ireland ICTU 802.503 43,6% 349.990

Italy
CGIL 5.331.187 50,6% 2.700.000
CISL 4.346.952 - -
UIL 1.993.285 39,8% 792.892

Latvia LBAS 164.792 62,0% 102.099
Liechtenstein LANV 1.100 36,4% 400

Lithuania
LDF 20.000 60,0% 12.000
LPSK / LTUC 100.000 61,5% 61.500
LPSS (LDS)   

Luxembourg
CGT-L 64.425 32,9% 21.226
LCGB 33.000 30,6% 10.100

Malta
CMTU   
GWU 47.0002 28,4% 13.348

Monaco USM   

Netherlands
CNV   
FNV 1.199.000 31,1% 373.000
MHP 140.500 - -

Norway
LO-N 822.629 49,8% 409.471
YS 204.457 56,0% 114.512
UNIO 262.000 76,0% 199.120

Poland
NSZZ - Solidarrnosc 722.000 37,7% 272.194
OPZZ 318.000 48,0% 152.640

Portugal
CGTP 683.250 - -
UGT-P 510.000 48,0% 245.000

Romania

BNS 150.000 40,0% 60.000
CARTEL ALFA 1.000.000 48,0% 480.000
CNSLR-Fratia 500.000 43,0% 215.000
CSDR   

San Marino
CSdl   
CDLS   

Slovakia KOZ SR 347.760 40,6% 141.301
Slovenia ZSSS 300.000 50,4% 151.230

Spain

CC.OO 876.000 35,9% 314.571
STV-ELA 110.000 35,9% 39.439
UGT-E 865.054 32,6% 281.781
USO 146.834 34,3% 50.405

Sweden
LO-S 1.831.385 45,8% 839.115
SACO 581.000 50,0% 290.500
TCO 1.244.885 62,3% 775.563

Switzerland
Travail Suisse   
SGB 384.816 24,1% 92.796

Turkey

DISK   
HAK-IS   
KESK   
TURK-IS 250.000 10,0% 25.000

United Kingdom TUC 6.500.000 43,6% 2.830.774
61/81 52.813.989  19.635.972

Source: ETUC Survey 2006
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The proportion of women in trade unions accounts for about 42.6% of the total. When 
compared with the previous surveys carried out in 2002 and 1999, we see that female membership 
has slightly increased with 2.5 points, since in both cases an average of 40% was recorded. This 
� nding con� rms the trend that has occurred since the 1980s, that there is a slow but constant 
increase in the number of women joining unions in Europe, despite a progressive decline of the 
unions� global membership. This trend has been in part explained by the growing proportion of 
women in the labour market. 

The majority of the unions that answered the questionnaire provided a record of the gender of 
their members. Only 10% of total respondents (6 confederations) were unable to provide the 
exact data on the percentage or numbers of their female members. The principal reason given 
was that they lacked global statistics taking gender into consideration. These confederations 
were:

1. FTF-Denmark 
2. UNSA-France 
3. CISL-Italy
4. MHP-Netherlands 
5. CGTP-IN Portugal 
6. GSEE-Greece 

Five confederations provided only a rough estimation of the proportion of women among their 
members, due to lack of a speci� c processing method capable of generating this information 
directly:

1. FO-France
2. LIGA-Hungary
3. CGIL-Italy
4. BNS-Romania
5. SACO-Sweden

It should be noted that many of these unions that either did not provide for speci� c data or 
simply indicated an estimate of their female members, account among those who either did not 
provide data in 2002 and/or 1998 or did not take part in these surveys (they are namely: GSEE-
Greece, CGTP-IN-Portugal, MHP-Netherlands and FTF-Denmark).

2 Nordic unions recorded the highest rate of female members among their ranks: the � rst one 
is UNIO-Norway with 76%, followed by STTK-Finland with 67%. At the other end of the scale 
we found TURK-IS-Turkey (10%) and SGB-Switzerland (24,1%), reporting the lowest percentages. 
When looking at these data, however, the different structures, sectors and the economic context 
in which these unions operate should be taken into account. 

The general trend is that the share of women�s membership in confederations answering the 
questionnaire is still lower than that for men. Only 14 confederations (22%) recorded more 
female than male members. Out of these, 5 are trade unions based in the Baltic countries 
(LBAS-Latvia, LPSK and LTF�Lithuania, TALO and EAKL�Estonia) and three are Nordic unions 
(TCO-Sweden, YS-Norway, AKAVA-Finland).

The picture drawn is multifaceted and � gures are not easily comparable with the previous 
surveys, also given the different targeted unions in the past. However, some patterns can be 
perceived. Since 1999 a constant increase in the trade union af� liation of women can be noticed 
in the following unions: ÖGB�Austria, AKAVA-Finland, DGB-Germany (with an increase of 6,8 
points since 1999), FNV-Netherlands, LO-Norway, SACO�Sweden and ELA and UGT-Spain. If we 
limit the comparison to the 2002 survey, one confederation, UIL-Italy, shows a marked boost of 
around 22 points (from 18% in 2002 to 40% in 2006).



12   WOMEN IN TRADE UNIONS IN EUROPE:  BRIDGING THE GAPS

TABLE 2:  FEMALE TRADE UNION MEMBERSHIP IN CONFEDERATIONS (2006-2002-1999)

COUNTRY TRADE UNION
TRADE UNION MEMBERSHIP

(WOMEN)

(%) 1998 (%) 2002 (%) 2006

Andorra USDA  
Austria OGB 32,0% 32,0% 33,3%

Belgium
ABVV / FGTB - - 41,0%
ACV / CSC 40,0% 48,0% 42,7%
CGSLB/ACLVB  44,5%

Bulgaria
CITUB-KNBS  52,0%
PODKREPA 35,0% 40,0%

Croatia SSSH / UATUC  48,0%

Cyprus
SEK 36,0%
TURK-SEN  

Czech Republic CMK OS 43,0% 45,0%

Denmark
AC  27,0%
FTF - -
LO-DK 48,0% - 48,9%

Estonia
EAKL  58,6%
TALO  50,0%

Finland
AKAVA 50,0% 50,0% 52,1%
SAK 46,0% 46,0% 46,0%
STTK 67,0% 68,0% 67,0%

France

CFDT 46,0% 43,0% 44,5%
CFTC  46,0% 38,3%
CGT  28,0% 28,0%
FO  40,0% 45,0%
UNSA  -

Germany DGB 24,0% 30,0% 30,8%

Greece
ADEDY  
GSEE - - -

Hungary

ASzSz  
LIGA 30,0% 30%
MOSz  51,2%
MSzOSz 50,0% 47,0%
SZEF  
ÉSZT  

Iceland
ASI  47,0%
BSRB  

Ireland ICTU - 45,0% 43,6%

Italy
CGIL - 50,0% 50,6%
CISL - 45,0% -
UIL - 18,0% 39,8%

Latvia LBAS  62,0%
Liechtenstein LANV  36,4%

Lithuania
LDF  60,0%
LPSK / LTUC  61,5%
LPSS (LDS)  

Luxembourg
CGT-L  32,0% 32,9%
LCGB 27,0% 32,0% 30,6%

Malta
CMTU  
GWU 17,0% 28,4%

Monaco USM  

Netherlands
CNV 22,0%
FNV 26,0% 29,0% 31,1%
MHP  -
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COUNTRY TRADE UNION
TRADE UNION MEMBERSHIP

(WOMEN)

(%) 1998 (%) 2002 (%) 2006

Norway
LO-N 44,0% 45,0% 49,8%
YS 44,0% 56,0%
UNIO  76,0%

Poland
NSZZ - 
Solidarnosc 42,0% 37,7%

OPZZ  48,0%

Portugal
CGTP - - -
UGT-P - 47,0% 48,0%

Romania

BNS  40,0%
CARTEL ALFA  48,0%
CNSLR-Fratia  43,0%
CSDR  

San Marino
CSdl 42,0%
CDLS  

Slovakia KOZ SR 48,0% 40,6%
Slovenia ZSSS  50,4%

Spain

CC.OO 42,0% 34,00% 35,9%
STV-ELA 30,0% 33,00% 35,9%
UGT-E 27,0% 30,00% 32,6%
USO  34,3%

Sweden
LO-S 46,0% 46,0% 45,8%
SACO 47,0% 48,0% 50,0%
TCO 64,0% 63,0% 62,3%

Switzerland
Travail Suisse  
SGB/USS  24,1%

Turkey

DISK 13,0%
HAK-IS  
KESK  
TURK-IS 10,0% 10,0%

UK TUC - 40,0% 43,6%
Source: ETUC Surveys 1998-2002-2006

A further comparison can be noted from the average rate of the female trade union membership 
between the unions based in the �old� � fteen member states and those of countries that joined 
the EU in 2005 and 2007. For the latter the average is around 45.4% against 42.2% in the �old� 
member states.

1.1 Confederations� practices to gather data on their female 
membership
Comparable and reliable statistics on female trade union membership are relevant at 
interprofessional level but also at professional and sectoral level, in order for trade unions to 
develop policy actions tailored towards their member organisations. Most of the confederations 
(80%) encourage their member organisations to gather gender disaggregated data on their 
af� liates and a large majority (67% of respondents) stated that they also track the changes in 
the female membership of their af� liated organisations. 

In a large majority of cases, confederations collect such data on an annual basis (25 
confederations, 61%). Two successful examples of yearly accounts are the FNV �8th of March 
Survey� and the LO-Denmark �Equal opportunities account�.
With regard to its practices, FNV af� rmed: �Since 1984 the Women�s Department of the confederation 
collects facts and � gures on the position of women in the FNV and af� liated unions. Each year the 
main results are made public on the 8th of March, via a press release, as well as in the speech of the 
vice-president at the FNV�s International Women�s Day celebration�7. In 2005, the FNV Congress

7  For more information see: http://www.fnvbondgenoten.nl/branches_bedrijven/branches/overig/vrouwen/ 
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 decided to develop the content of the survey and extend it to ethnic minority groups and young 
people within the unions.

LO-Denmark carries out an annual equal opportunities account, on the basis of a Congress 
resolution that was adopted in 2003. The accounts aim to document the changes in gender 
representation within LO and its af� liated member organizations as well as developments of 
their equal opportunities policies. Figures gathered are complemented by an audit provided by 
an external expert8. 

A smaller number of confederations opted for shorter periods of monitoring: monthly (4 
confederations, 10%), every 3 months (2 confederations, 5%), every 6 months (4 confederations, 
10%). Others, like the TUC-United Kingdom and TCO-Sweden, reported using a �mixed� approach: 
since 2003 the TUC conducts an �Equality Audit� on a bi-annual basis. Among other things, unions 
are invited to provide data on gender, race, disability, sexuality and age of their af� liates. This 
audit also focuses on the position of British women in the labour market and in trade unions. 
Every year the TUC asks unions to provide basic � gures of male and female membership when 
unions pay af� liation fees9. TCO-Sweden collects data among its member organisations every 6 
months internally and once a year of� cially.

Usually, this kind of reports does not only focus on the number of af� liated members but also 
provides statistics of women�s representation in decision making bodies. They can consequently 
be regarded as a valid instrument for trade unions in order to give an overview of the presence 
of women within their structures.

In any case, the issue at stake is not how often the process of data collection takes place but 
its regularity and the accuracy with which the � gures are collected. In this aspect, all the 
confederations were able to indicate a speci� c method for monitoring the changes in the 
female membership of their af� liated organisations. The most used method consists of sending 
out a form to be returned (25 confederations use this method � 61%), others ask their af� liated 
organisations to provide for gender disaggregated data on their members when they pay their 
fee (39%). Seven unions (17%), said they collect these data when they organise seminars or 
conferences on women�s issues, while just � ve organisations (CSC-Belgium, CFTC-France; ZSSS-
Slovenia, CC.OO.-Spain and ÖGB-Austria) reported on running a database that is administrated 
by the confederation and contains � gures on their members. Two trade unions stated that they 
gather these data only on an occasional basis (either ahead of elections or when the topic of 
equality is on the agenda of a governing body � i.e. Steering Committee). It is clear that some 
methods allow more precise data to be gathered than others and that the choice of method is 
also linked to budgetary and resource constraints. 

33 out of 40 confederations (82%) which track changes in membership, replied that they were 
satis� ed with the methods used for gathering this information. Those who were unsatis� ed 
complained about the fact that there is a lack of awareness among af� liates on the importance 
of holding data on female members. Some respondents af� rmed that af� liates had to be 
encouraged further to collect data and to pass them to the confederation. This, according to one 
respondent, should be done �starting from the workplace level, then closely monitor if they are sent 
to the regional and national level on regular basis� Others proposed a more compulsory approach 
and pointed out the need to oblige af� liated organisations to provide disaggregated data.  

The majority of the respondents (83%) stated that they disseminate the data on female 
membership that they collected from their af� liated organisations. The most common method 
used to disseminate them is by publishing the information on the confederation�s website 
(61.8%). Another method that many unions (47%) employ is to issue speci� c publications on 
gender. For instance, the TUC collates the data from the Equality Audit into a booklet which is 
sold as a publication and is distributed free of charge only to equality committees members. 
Other means of diffusion reported are seminars and training courses for women or on gender 
issues.

8  For more information see: http://lo.dk/smcms/English_version/6222/7294/Index.htm?ID=7294 
9  http://www.tuc.org.uk/equality/index.cfm?mins=440 
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Some respondents, � nally, reported distributing internally the data to their members through 
letters or circulars. Only a small proportion of confederations claimed that they publish them as 
a speci� c bulletin on gender. 

Alternative means of distributing these data that were reported are the confederation�s reports 
to the governing bodies (i.e. Executive Committees, Congress, Steering Committees) on a regular 
basis. Very few confederations considered these data as information of �internal use� only, to 
be disseminated via the intranet or direct communication to members. Those opting for such 
�internal use� approach also added that they only share these data when af� liates speci� cally 
request such information.

Finally, the majority of the respondents (60%) was also able to provide disaggregated data on 
members of their sectoral organisations.

1.2 Organising women
37 confederations (61% of respondents) replied that they had put in place speci� c strategies 
intended to increase female trade union membership, since the adoption of the last ETUC Gender 
Equality Action Plan in 2003. The measure mostly consisted in running special campaigns or 
projects: 21 confederations (66%) did so. These actions can be seen as positive instruments 
to attract women towards unions, since they address the speci� c needs of female workers. 
Examples of campaigns reported include for instance the CFTC-France �Gender balance, 
Equality and Quality of work life - MEQ� project.This 2-year project aims to improve the social 
and professional situation of women at all levels of employment. Different measures will be put 
in place. They include: information, awareness-raising and training addressing the impact on 
gender balance, equality at work and the reconciliation of working and family life10. 
In addition, UGT-Spain reported on campaigns that have recently been launched in some 
territories. They aim to increase the number of women joining unions as well the participation 
of female workers� representatives11. 

Other strategies adopted consisted in changing the trade union�s structure or statutes (16 
confederations, 43%) and in speci� c actions targeting women working in non traditional trade 
union sectors (14 confederations, 37%). Some confederations said that they explicitly tackled 
sectors with high levels of female workers (SAK and STTK � Finland, DGB-Germany, CGT-
Luxembourg). Other unions reported on actions addressing speci� c groups of workers such as 
young, educated people and persons who have just entered the labour market. In particular 
ZSSS af� rmed: �We think that if we tackle young workers� problems, it will get the attention of 
young female workers too. And we have done that a lot recently�. 

21 confederations (56%) indicated that they carried out an assessment of such strategies. 57% 
noted that female membership rose, however only four of them were able to provide speci� c 
data for such increases. They were: LCGB-Luxembourg: +3%; CGTP-Portugal: +56%12; CC.OO-Spain: 
2.46%; USO-Spain: +4.5%. 

42% of respondents (26 confederations) stated that they would adopt strategies aimed at 
organising women in the future. Among those, GWU-Malta reported that it intends to organise 
housewives into the union in order to �have a stronger feminine voice�. In addition, LO-Norway 
plans to develop speci� c campaigns to increase the participation of migrant workers, especially 
women. 

Finally, a high percentage of confederations (36%) did not reply to this question.

It should be noted that the need to adopt strategies to organise women is de� nitely more 
relevant for those unions with a low percentage of female members in their ranks: among those 
which reported not having put in place any strategy since 2003, 70% of them have a female 
membership rate of over 40%.  Therefore the need to have more women joining them is not

10  http://www.cftc.fr/ewb_pages/a/actualite-5891.php 
11  http://www.ugt.es/Mujer/mujer.html 
12  CGTP-Portugal reported that: �In the last 4 years, more women than men have joined our ranks: from 2003 until the 1st half of 2006, 92.126 
women became new union members, in 90 af� liated unions�.
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a priority simply because equality has been achieved and female trade union membership is 
in good correlation to their participation in the labour market. Most of these confederations 
are Nordic and Baltic unions. Furthermore, almost half of them said that they do not intend to 
implement any strategy to organise women in the future. 

Confederations were asked to indicate which obstacles they face in recruiting women. In 
the � rst place it should be taken into account that many confederations do not have a direct 
role in organising members, consequently some of them (18%) did not answer this question. 
These organisations apart, the most common dif� culties are to be found in the lack of � nancial 
and human resources of the confederations. As the table below shows, these problems are 
particularly true for confederations based in a new member state or a candidate country. 

TABLE 3:   MAIN PROBLEMS THAT CONFEDERATIONS ENCOUNTER IN TRYING 
TO ORGANISE WOMEN WORKERS

Problems 2006-NMS 2006-ALL

Lack of fi nancial resources 15 21
Lack of human resources 14 20
The costs of campaigns 13 16
Women are in non traditional trade union sectors 3 15
Lack of commitment/willingness within the confederation 6 9
No specifi c problems in organising  8
No reply  11
Other 2 23

Source: ETUC Survey 2006

Another well known obstacle for unions in organising women is that they are increasingly 
employed in non traditional trade union sectors. �The UK has a relatively high female trade union 
membership. However, women tend to work in areas where trade unions are not prominent� (TUC-
United Kingdom).  In fact, several respondents pointed out that women more than men are 
employed in precarious and atypical jobs and it is consequently more dif� cult for unions to 
attract them. Those unions based in the �old� EU Member States highlighted this factor more 
often. Other respondents mentioned the increasing loss of competitiveness in Europe of sectors 
where women historically tend to be employed (textile, shoes, small businesses). 

It should be mentioned, nevertheless, that for 13% of trade union organisations, the issue 
of the unionisation of women is not seen as a challenge, as they are either equally or more 
unionised among their trade union members than men. Those organisations that were of this 
opinion included � ve northern European confederations (LO and FTF�Denmark, SAK-Finland, 
ASI-Iceland, UNIO-Norway) two Belgians (CSC and FGTB) and CFDT-France. A further 18% (11 
confederations) failed to reply, including several unions from northern Europe (TCO-Sweden- LO-
Norway, UNIO-Norway-AKAVA-Finland), which would seem to indicate that the organisations in 
question do not perceive the existence of any speci� c problems related to the unionisation of 
women as such.

Additionally, confederations had to express their opinion on which factors prevent women 
from joining trade unions. The reason mentioned most often is the lack of time women have 
as a result of their family commitments (57%). ICTU stated: �Women�s time is at a premium due to 
the compromise between work and family commitments � very little time remains for commitment 
to trade union activities.  Only 1% of carers in Ireland are male. Hopefully our strategies will lead 
to changes in this situation�.  Another factor mentioned by more than half of the interviewees, 
is women�s failure to understand the importance of trade union membership (51%). CFTC for 
instance pointed out: �Women�s lack of interest in trade unionism, which includes lack of knowledge 
of trade unions� work, prejudices that unions do not � ght for their interests, etc.�. A third factor, 
reported by 41% of respondents, is the fear of reprisal from employers. Interestingly, this factor 
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was more often mentioned by a high proportion of confederations based in new or candidate 
states. Finally, confederations pointed to the male domination of trade union activities as an 
impediment for women to join a union (34%). In this regard USO af� rmed: �They are afraid to 
commit to an activity that traditionally and historically has been led by the male gender�.  

Once again, � ve respondents - all Nordic confederations - (8%), replied that women are no 
less reluctant than men to join a union, and that in their countries they were often even more 
unionised than male workers. For other confederations the problem was not about organising 
women, but in the need to involve them in the confederation�s activities. This is an example of 
the opinion expressed by FGTB-Belgium: �The problem is not so much attracting women to join 
trade unions, but rather concerns their active participation in trade union life�. 

In brief�

>   The number of women joining trade unions is slowly but steadily increasing. Today, the average percentage 
of women members in unions affi liated to the ETUC is around 42%. In general, the highest percentages of 
female members have been recorded in Nordic and Baltic unions.

>   A large majority of these trade unions collect gender disaggregated data on their members. However this 
process is not always systematically carried out. It is important that all confederations put in place a process 
to gather these fi gures and monitor them on a regular basis.

>   More systematic statistics on the female members of the different sectoral organisations affi liated are 
needed. When initiating a method of data collection disaggregated per gender, confederations should also 
fi le them into sectors.

>   Organising women is a challenge for those confederations with low levels of female members. Tailored 
initiatives addressing female workers in non traditional trade union sectors should be put in place and their 
effects regularly monitored and assessed.  
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2Gender Mainstreaming

The ETUC has been active in trying to promote the principle of gender 
mainstreaming among its members in a number of ways. Conferences and 
meetings have been organised and speci� c recommendations dealing with the 
implementation of such a strategy are formulated in the texts of the 1999 and 
2003 Equality Action Plans. Over the years, confederations seem to have taken 
the principle more and more into consideration and have integrated it into their 
policies, although this occurs at different levels and by recurring to different 
means. 

A considerable number of the respondents (57 confederations out of 61, 
95%) reported that they were implementing gender mainstreaming. With 
regard to the frequency in which it was being incorporated in their policy, 29 
confederations (48%) stated that they were doing it �often� and 46% indicated 
that they were implementing it �systematically�. Only three confederations, 
namely TALO-Estonia, OPZZ-Poland and GSEE-Greece, stated that they were not 
addressing the principle at all in the formulation of their policies. At the time 
when this survey was being carried out, however, the GSEE union, indicated 
that it was planning to incorporate a gender dimension at its upcoming 
Congress (scheduled for March 2007). General awareness on the principle of 
gender mainstreaming seems therefore to have been maturing in most of the 
confederations surveyed, the percentage being close to the rate measured in 
2002 (90%).  

In order to assess in which areas gender mainstreaming was most often incorporated, 
confederations were provided with a list of �usual� trade union policies. A very high number 
of respondents (48 confederations, 84%) indicated that gender mainstreaming is being 
implemented into their collective bargaining. Such a policy was addressed in different ways: 
over 60% of confederations interviewed have organised mixed-gender training courses (for 
both men and women) on matters concerning the gender issues and the promotion of equal 
opportunities. Less has been done in the form of speci� c training on the question of gender 
mainstreaming (48%). Almost half the respondents (25 confederations, 52%) set up guidelines 
for collective bargaining with regard to gender equality. In this regard CFTC-France reported 
on the setting up of a bargaining centre which includes the development of tools and support 
for bargaining. In addition, an observatory storing and analysing agreements negotiated on 
diversity and gender equality at work was established. Agreements are � led and the most 
innovative ones are disseminated.

UGT-Spain indicated that they use checklists in the de� nition of their collective bargaining 
platforms. They list the provisions that have to be included in all collective agreements regarding 
equal opportunities between women and men. Always in Spain, the interconfederal agreement 
on collective bargaining signed by the national social partner organisations, set down measures 
that had to be taken into account in the different tables of negotiation13.

An additional instrument, which was reported by 52% of the unions, with the aim of integrating 
gender mainstreaming into their collective bargaining policy, is the organisation of training 
courses for women designed to improve their bargaining capacities. Finally, only 35% of 
respondents ensure that women are always present in negotiating teams.

13  To read the text of the 2007 Interconfederal Agreement (in Spanish) see: http://hl35.dinaserver.com/hosting/fuso.es/uso/media/AINC2007.pdf 
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TABLE 4:  INSTRUMENTS DEVELOPED BY CONFEDERATION TO INCORPORATE GENDER 
MAINSTREAMING INTO COLLECTIVE BARGAINING

Instruments % Conf

Training negotiators (men and women) on gender issues 60.4%

Training women in negotiation 52.1%

Setting up guidelines for collective bargaining with regard to gender equality 52.1%

Training negotiators (men and women) on gender mainstreaming 47.9%

Ensuring women are in negotiating teams 35.4%

Organising special campaigns on how to negotiate with a gender perspective 22.9%

Other 6.3%

Source: ETUC Survey 2006

Furthermore, confederations were asked to indicate how they affect the content of collective 
bargaining by gender mainstreaming. The majority of them (77%) either added issues to the 
collective bargaining agenda that are traditionally seen as women�s issues (e.g. childcare, 
� exible work arrangements, etc.) and/or discuss the gender dimension of general issues (e.g. 
wages, working time, etc.) in collective bargaining. 
Another widespread practice, mentioned by 56% of respondents, is � nding instruments (i.e. 
laws, collective agreements, government policies, etc.) dealing with equality that can be used 
during negotiation. 52% of unions responded that they collect gender disaggregated facts and 
� gures that were going to be used during negotiations. STTK-Finland for instance stated that: 
�All central labour market organisations are assembling good examples of equality texts in collective 
agreements�
 
Some unions also highlighted the importance of following-up the implementation of collective 
agreements by assessing their impact on women. 
For exemple CMKOS-Czech Republic reported that: �Content assessment of collective agreements 
is carried out yearly. This represents an important source of information also to know the situation 
of women in the labour market and enables this information to be taken into account, in varying 
degrees, in subsequent collective bargaining�. A similar evaluation process was reported by 
CC.OO.-Spain:�There is continuous monitoring of collective bargaining from a gender perspective�.

Other trade union policies in which the gender mainstreaming principles were implemented 
by confederations are in descending order:
�  wage policies (73%, 42 confederations), which included for instance negotiating extra pay rises 

for female dominated sectors, pensions, etc.; 
�  training (70%, 40 confederations), for instance to improve union leaders� knowledge and 

awareness on the issue of equality (LO-Denmark, CFTC-France);  
�  employment and health and safety (both around 66%, 38 confederations).

Finally respondents complemented the list provided in the questionnaire by mentioning other 
policies whose implementation in their opinion has a strong impact on gender equality. These 
included: pensions (FO-France); work-life balance of young parents (ZSSS-Slovenia); vocational 
training (CGT-Luxembourg) and communication/public relations (CFTC-France, OGB-Austria, 
CGTP-IN-Portugal).

Some confederations also pointed out that gender mainstreaming was also being implemented 
in negotiations with the government or in tripartite and bipartite national bodies (i.e. LANV-
Liechtenstein, MszOSz-Hungary).  

Finally, only 39% of unions (23 confederations) indicated that they were incorporating gender 
mainstreaming into all their policies, according to the spirit of the principle. This was 
particularly the case of YS and LO-Norway, CC-OO-Spain and STTK-Finland.
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TABEL 5:  POLICY AREAS WHERE CONFEDERATIONS ARE IMPLEMENTING GENDER MAINSTREAMING

Policy areas % Conf

Collective bargaining 84%

Wage policies 73%

Training 70%

Employment 66%

Health and Safety 66%

Working time 57%

Organising 57%

ALL POLICIES 39%

Other 22%
Source: ETUC Survey 2006

A high proportion of confederations (86%) reported that they take into account the impact 
of these policies on both women and men. It is however usually recommended that gender 
mainstreaming is integrated �into every stage of policy processes: design, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation�14. As regards the confederations that took part in this survey, 
a gender-mainstreamed assessment is most frequently carried out at the early stage of 
the policy implementation, when they are in the planning process (94% of respondents, 46 
confederations). However, such an impact decreases signi� cantly when policies are put into 
effect (22 confederations, 45%). Finally, it is barely carried out at the moment of monitoring and 
evaluating the policy (respectively 18 and 17 confederations). 

Only 8 confederations stated that they carried out this kind of impact assessment at all the 
stages of policy implementation.

GRAPH 1:  IMPACT ASSESSMENT OF TRADE UNION POLICIES ON GENDER MAINSTREAMING
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14   European Commission webpage on gender mainstreaming: http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/gender_equality/gender_main-
streaming/general_overview_en.html : �Gender mainstreaming is the integration of the gender perspective into every stage of policy processes 
� design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation � with a view to promoting equality between women and men. It means assessing how 
policies impact on the life and position of both women and men � and taking responsibility to re-address them if necessary�.
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The formal measures most commonly adopted by confederations to implement 
gender mainstreaming include the following: 
�   resolution(s) of the Executive Committee (30 confederations out of 61, 52%). 

An example of this measure was provided by LO-Denmark, which adopted a 
�radical� resolution in 2003, setting down gender mainstreaming as the new 
equal opportunities� strategy of the organisation. The resolution provides 
for a de� nition of gender mainstreaming, a number of tailored instruments 
for its implementation (such as training for advisers and leaders, an annual 
audit on gender representation, a web portal15 and a mentor scheme) and a 
timeframe16. 

�   gender mainstreaming pact (29%, 16 confederations). An acknowledged good 
example of this type of political commitment is the �Gender Mainstreaming 
Charter� jointly signed by the three Belgian trade union organisations (ABVV/
FGTB, ACV/CSC, CGSLB/ACLVB) in 200417. The ten articles of this Charter address 
all the trade unions structures in Belgium (at sectoral and professional level) 
with the aim of fully implementing gender mainstreaming into their policies. 
This very comprehensive instrument lays down objectives, a monitoring system, checking 
bodies as well for follow-up mechanisms. It also calls for closer cooperation with the employer 
organisations. A joint report is issued annually providing information on the developments 
achieved and made publicly available. 

�   action plans speci� cally addressing the implementation of gender mainstreaming (10%, 
6 confederations). For instance, the CGT Equality Charter women/men aims at involving 
collectively the confederation and its af� liated organisations towards the incorporation of 
gender mainstreaming internally (within its structures) and externally (trade union practices, 
activities and collective agreements)18. 

Although 20 confederations (35%) indicated that they have changed their statutory provisions 
to take the notion of gender mainstreaming into account, only 18 of them reported that their 
confederation�s statutes contain a speci� c provision with a clear commitment to gender 
mainstreaming. In this regard, the union that appears to have most recently enclosed a reference 
to gender mainstreaming in its Statutes is CGSLB-Belgium (in 2007). 

Confederations were also asked to indicate which methods and procedures used to put gender 
mainstreaming into practice. In decreasing order of importance, the approach that continues 
to be most frequently adopted is the use of sex segregated statistics, (61%, 35 confederations), 
followed by research and studies  (31 confederations, 54%). In 2004, SAK-Finland developed a 
guide for promoting gender equality and gender mainstreaming in trade union activities. The 
guide is intended to be a tool for SAK�s af� liated organisations, it gives a de� nition of gender 
mainstreaming and explains how to incorporate it in practice19. 
More than half of respondents reported that they have appointed a Gender Mainstreaming 
of� cer. The least used strategies were checklists (7 confederations, 12%). 
In a comparative perspective, the range of this list of instruments is very similar to the one 
recorded in the 2002 Survey.

Other interesting methods mentioned by unions include the gender cross-checking of each 
document issued by the organisation. In this regard UGT-Spain reported: �With increasing 
frequency when a document is being drafted in our organisation, it is submitted to the Women�s 
Department so that we can check if it is gender mainstreamed. On other occasions we are asked to 
write sections or paragraphs from a gender perspective so that they can be included in documents 
from any of the � elds in which our trade union works�. Furthermore, some unions that did not have 
a department speci� cally in charge of gender equality issues, planned to put one in place (USO-
Spain, LANV-Liechtenstein), some others established an equality committee (STTK-Finland).

15  http://www.loli.dk/forside.aspx 
16  To read the LO-Denmark �Resolution on equal opportunities in the trade union movement� adopted at LO�s 35th ordinary Congress in 2003 
see: http://lo.dk/smcms/English_version/6222/Index.htm?ID=6222 
17  To read the Charter (in French and Dutch) see: http://www.aclvb.be/content/media/pdf/PDF_Gender_charter_01.pdf 
18  To read the CGT Charter (in French) see: http://www.cgt.fr/internet/html/lire/?id_doc=3625 
19  SAK Guide �Mainstreaming Gender Equality in the SAK af� liated trade unions and in defending interested: a guide fro promoting gender 
equality in trade union activities� can be downloaded from: http://netti.sak.� /sak/pdf/ta-suune.pdf

2003 ETUC 
Action Plan, 
Objective 2:  
�Continuing to 
develop mechanisms 
to encourage gender 
mainstreaming, using 
tools such as studies, 
researches, checklists, 
etc.�



22   WOMEN IN TRADE UNIONS IN EUROPE:  BRIDGING THE GAPS

Sometimes trade unions can also be inspired in their work by provisions contained in 
governmental acts. It is for instance the case of TUC-United Kingdom which indicates that 
�as an organisation and an employer the TUC will be adopting internal policy which re� ects new 
Government legislation which obliges all public authorities to positively promote gender equality in 
all work including delivery of services.  The TUC is not a public authority so is not obliged to adopt 
this approach but the organisation�s aim is for the TUC�s internal policies to be gender sensitive�.

Nevertheless, despite the positive fact that the trade unions are more aware of and committed 
to implementing measures designed to promote gender mainstreaming, the main challenges 
we face remain very much in place. During the Conference in Berlin, many participants pointed 
to the need to develop  greater awareness of gender mainstreaming among trade union workers, 
while others have noted that many have little knowledge of gender mainstreaming as such, 
hence the need to continue training in this direction.

In brief�

>   Almost all confederations reported that they do implement gender mainstreaming (95%). However, some 
trade union policies are more targeted than others. Only one third of them incorporate systematically 
gender mainstreaming in all their policy, as this principle requires.   

>   Confederations should monitor the impact of gender mainstreaming in all the phases of its implementation, 
especially at the stage of evaluation. 

>   Measures to integrate gender mainstreaming into collective bargaining are being adopted: they target more 
the knowledge of negotiators on gender equality and gender mainstreaming rather than the composition of 
negotiating teams. Confederations should ensure that women take part in negotiations.
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3 Women in trade union confederations• 
decision-making bodies

 

3.1. Trade union policies
Ensuring a balanced proportion of women in trade unions� decision-making 
bodies continues to be a matter of concern for the ETUC. Over the years, it 
is only in a few cases that the increase in the number of women in the trade 
unions� ranks has been accompanied by a parallel rise of the number of women 
in trade unions� governing bodies (such as Congress, Executive Committee, 
Steering Committee) or in posts of responsibility within the confederations. For 
this reason, it is essential to take a closer look at the measures that the unions 
have been implementing in order to enable women access to the higher levels 
of organisations.  

Over half of the confederations (35 confederations out of 61, 57%) declared that they have 
adopted a speci� c policy in order to increase the numbers of women at senior levels of trade 
union organisations. A wide range of initiatives was reported: in decreasing order, these include 
but are not limited to: 
�  Training to prepare women in carrying out their trade union activity: training in negotiation 

skills, human resources management skills, etc. (68%, 24 confederations). An interesting 
example was given by the UGT-Spain, which set up a School of female trade union leaders, to 
strengthen strategies towards an increased number of women in all decision-making levels of 
the confederation.

�  Research and surveys on women in decision-making positions (51%, 18 confederations). For 
example, the TUC-United Kingdom mentioned a study that goes beyond the simple listing of 
� gures of women at senior trade union levels: �Alongside the biennial Equality Audit, the TUC 
has recently begun publishing annual statistics on women in trade unions including numbers of 
women attending annual Congress and moving or seconding motions at these events�; 

�  Campaigns to encourage women candidates (48%, 17 confederations). Two Belgian 
unions reported two recently developed campaigns. For its 2004 social elections, the CSC-
Belgium published the booklet: �A key to success: encouraging women�s candidatures� .  Similarly, 
the FGTB-Belgium, carried out a campaign called: � Social elections: �Where we put the stress�.  

�  Campaigns to raise awareness among trade unionists and managers on equal opportunities 
(45%, 16 confederations);

�  Places reserved for women with voting rights in decision-making bodies (43%, 15 confederations). 
Along these lines, the CISL�Italy indicated that their next General Council meeting would be 
voting a motion to include at least one woman in each secretariat. 

Other measures that were mentioned include the implementation of European projects (34.3%), 
sometimes in partnership with other unions. One learning experience that was illustrated on 
the occasion of the ETUC Berlin Conference is the ICTU LIFT project (Leadership Initiative for 
Females in Trade Unions) that began in 200520. The overarching objective of this initiative is to 
increase the participation and involvement of women at every level of union organisation with 
particular emphasis on the identi� cation, development and support of future women leaders. 
In particular, through the project it is intended to:
�  Conduct detailed research to better understand the motivation for and barriers against 

joining, participating in and progressing through unions;
�  Develop innovative and creative concepts to communicate with and inform women workers 

about the value of unions, and test a range of recruitment methods;
�  Evaluate impact and devise guidelines to inform future recruitment activities. 

20   http://www.lift.ie/ 
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Another recent transnational project entitled �Parity between women and men in trade unions�, 
was developed by UGT-Spain (as coordinator) in partnership with DGB-Germany, FNV-Netherlands 
and TUC-United Kingdom between 2004 and 2005. This ambitious initiative aimed to increase 
and consolidate the representation of women in all structures and collective bargaining tables of 
the trade union organisations partners in the project. A dedicated website and a Good Practices 
Guide were issued, based on the analysis and experiences of the four unions involved in the 
project21.
 
Other interesting experiences that were reported concern the UIL-Italy partnership in a project 
dealing with women and politics22 and the CISL-Italy project �Beyond the glass ceiling� on 
positive actions addressing 60 women with high career potential23.

Finally, the measures reported that were least used were:
�  setting up rules ensuring a quota of seats reserved for women at elections (28%);
�  double candidatures (5.7%).

26 confederations reported not having any speci� c policy aimed at promoting women in the 
decision-making process. The reasons were varied: for some the representativeness of women 
in decision-making positions has already been achieved, so they do not perceive the need to put 
in place any other speci� c measure. This is particularly true for some Nordic confederations, 
such as UNIO-Norway and TCO-Sweden. Other unions reported being in the process of taking 
action to this effect, this is the case for GSEE-Greece and STTK-Finland. A separate explanation 
was given by ELA-Spain, which indicated that it has opted for a �soft� approach, by which an 
agreement within the confederations ensures that the number of women in decision-making 
bodies is at least 36%. 

3.2. Action plans
A helpful instrument to complement the implementation of a speci� c policy 
to encourage women in decision-making positions could be the adoption of 
an action plan. Almost half of respondents (30 confederations out of 61, 49%), 
have adopted a plan designed to increase the presence of women in decision-
making bodies. The great majority of these plans (83%) specify the objectives 
to be achieved. However, only a very small number of them provide a precise 
timetable (26%, 8 confederations), while a good proportion (56%) include 
monitoring procedures of various types. They may consist of data collection 
about women at different decision making levels and/or monitoring the 
composition of decision-making bodies (including in meetings). The CFTC-
France, reported on following-up the situation via speci� c software (Inaric) 
as well as by monitoring the percentage of women attending training courses 
and meetings. Other unions (i.e. SAK-Finland, FO, CGT-France, CGTP-Portugal) said that they 
monitor the implementation of their action plans by providing regular reports to their governing 
bodies (Congress, Executive, Steering, Women�s Committee). The union USO-Spain, reported on 
regularly carrying out follow-up questionnaires on the presence of women in decision-making 
bodies as well as implementing positive actions to promote the access of women to leadership 
positions.

A limited number of confederations� action plans (33%) provide an evaluation process. The 
most common assessment carried out takes the form of a report. A very exhaustive evaluation 
process is carried out by the CGT-L Luxembourg: �Before and after the internal trade union elections, 
statistics will indicate the share of women within the committees and bodies. Any variation in the 
percentage of women will then be reported to the decision-making bodies. The Women�s Department 
must take a position on these reports. In addition, the various secretaries to the Committees and 
Bodies report on what they have done to effectively implement the programme on promoting 
women,the problems they encountered and the reasons behind them. These reports are submitted 
to the national committee who will draw the necessary conclusions�.

21  To read more information on the UGT Project �Parity between women and men in trade unions� see: http://www.ugt.es/Mujer/
proyectoeuropeo/proyectoeuropeo.html
22  For more information on the ASDO-UIL project �Women and politics� (only in Italian) see: http://www.donnepolitica.org/ 
23  For more information on the CISL project �Beyond the glass ceiling� (only in Italian) see: http://www.cisl.it/SitoCisl-donne.nsf/be-
8d4e2329e714cbc1256ecf00557f38/d48898077cfa99bbc12572c900531cdd?OpenDocument 

2003 ETUC 
Action Plan, 
Objective 1:  
�Adopt an Action 
plan with quanti� ed 
objectives, timetable 
and a clear indication 
of follow-up and 
evaluation�



25WOMEN IN TRADE UNIONS IN EUROPE:  BRIDGING THE GAPS

It is important to involve the political of� cers within the unions at different level in the 
implementation of such action plans. For instance, such an approach was adopted by the LCGB-
Luxembourg action plan on positive actions in favour of women, stating that: �The trade union 
secretaries responsible must once a year, with the framework of their structures, report on the project 
implementation of LCGB�s positive action plan for women. Following this, a coordinated report will 
be handed in and discussed at the LCGB�s executive and central committees�.

According to the replies gathered, only three action plans appear to include all of these 
elements - targets, timetable, monitoring procedures and evaluation mechanisms- as for 
instance the one adopted by CSC-Belgium in 2002 (and renewed in 2006). The CSC action plan 
has been de� ned as �feasible, clear and assessable with deadlines and compulsory results to 
reach a proportional representation of men and women within the structures�. On the one hand, it 
provides quantitative objectives with at least a third of women in of� ce at the Daily Committee 
(Secretariat), the General Council, the National Committee and Regional Committees by the 
next Congress in 2010. The organisations that do not reach this third at the trade union�s 
employee level must set in proportional representation. On the other hand, it also provides 
qualitative objectives as it speci� cally addresses all the af� liated members, who are asked to 
establish a binding action aiming at ensuring women�s access to decision-making positions. At 
confederal level a coordinating body is put in place in order to follow-up the work of the af� liated 
organisations and report annually to the General Council. Furthermore each organisation should 
nominate a person responsible for gender equality and schedule training for its staff and trade 
union activists in this � eld.

23 of these action plans were adopted in 2003 or afterwards. Seven of them (30%), do not make 
any reference to the implementation of the 2003 ETUC Equality Plan. On the contrary, the 
SAK Gender Equality Plan clearly sets its goals on the basis of the ETUC Equality Plan. Three 
objectives are foreseen: to remove under-representation of women in decision-making bodies, 
also by setting quantitative targets; to introduce gender mainstreaming as a working method of 
the union, by enclosing a speci� c reference guide; to combat gender-based discrimination and 
harassment at work24.

Confederations were asked to express their views on the main factors limiting the number 
of women in their respective decision-making bodies. The impediment mentioned most 
often was the lack of time due to the unequal sharing of family responsibilities, cited by 65% of 
respondents. A high proportion of unions (59%) also considered that there were preconceptions 
and stereotypes concerning the role of women leading to attempts to dissuade them to apply. 
In this line, the UGT-Spain reported  having published a guide with the objective of eliminating 
gender stereotypes at the workplace and within trade unions. This publication is the result of 
a project that the UGT developed in partnership with other three trade unions: FGTB-Belgium, 
UIL-Italy and UGT-Portugal. The guide provides a comparative analysis of stereotypes operating 
in the work environment but also those operating in trade union organisations. It identi� es 
the changes needed in order to eliminate gender stereotypes and � nally compile a series of 
proposals aimed at institutions and organisations to change the persistence of stereotypes 
based on gender in the labour sphere25. 
For around half of respondents (49 %), the reason for the under representation of women in 
senior levels of their organisations has to be found in the women�s lack of con� dence in their 
own abilities. Others (30 %), hold responsible the way in which meetings and timetables are 
arranged (times and places). Finally, for thirteen trade unions (21%) a major obstacle to the 
presence of women in decision-making bodies is the lack of any speci� c policy within their 
respective confederations addressing the issue of women and leadership. 

Furthermore, some unions did not recognise their opinion within the options provided and 
indicated other explanations, including a lack of interest from women (FTF-Denmark, MHP-
Netherlands); men�s fear of losing their positions and in� uence (DGB-Germany, CC.OO.-Spain, 
MszOSz-Hungary) and that trade union jobs are poorly paid (LANV-Liechtenstein, MOZs-
Hungary). TUK-UK � nally quoted anecdotal evidence from women in trade unions, that suggests 
that political lobbying and networking can determine the outcome of an election. In fact, �women
 

24  To read the SAK Gender Equality Plan in English see: http://netti.sak.� /sak/pdf/ta-suune.pdf 
25  For more information on the UGT guide and its related project see: http://www.ugt.es/Mujer/proyectoestereotipos/ 
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tend to be less likely than men to have access to the necessary political networks which enable them 
to get into positions of power within trade unions�.

3.3. Trade unions as employers
Although most of the respondents indicated that women�s lack of time and the ways in which 
meetings are arranged, restrain women�s access to decision-making positions, only 49% of 
unions (30 confederations out of 61) have adopted concrete measures in order to help their 
female employees in their activities. Out of these, 67% (20 confederations) claimed to regulate 
the timing of meetings (i.e. avoid meetings at times that cause problems for people with 
family responsibilities) while a more limited number 33% (10 confederations) try to regulate 
the frequency of meetings. The measure most adopted is ensuring that everyone can speak at 
meetings (22 confederations, 73%).

The DGB-Germany reported that it has adopted a series of encouraging measures: such as 
organising side-meetings, encouraging women to participate in all working groups, providing 
women with information to be well prepared and actively contribute at meetings. Furthermore, 
in 2003 the DGB�s work council signed an agreement for the promotion of women at different 
levels of the organisation, with quantitative and qualitative objectives. One commission was 
set up to follow the implementation of the agreement. 

As employers, trade unions may also adopt speci� c measures in order to promote gender equality 
among their employees. In decreasing order of importance, the working arrangements that 
appear to be mostly adopted for female workers include: � exible working hours (35 confederations 
out of 61, 57.4%), positive actions intended to facilitate access for women to all positions and 
functions within the confederation (26 unions, 42.6%) and the collection of information to obtain 
a breakdown by gender with regard to employment, recruitment, promotion and wages (18 
confederations, 29.5%). Only 14 respondents (23%) adopted positive actions intended to increase 
the presence of women in collective bargaining. The least used measures are career plans (9.8%) 
and mentoring (8.2%).

With the exception of 5 confederations, the majority of the respondents indicated which 
departments in their organisations were led by a woman. The department most frequently 
reported is,  unsurprisingly, the one dealing with women and gender issues (28 confederations), 
followed by training and education department (21 confederations) and the European/
International department (20 confederations). Even if, to a lesser extent, women appear to be 
responsible for Social policy issues (18 confederations), Employment (15 confederations) and 
Economic policy (13 confederations). Health and Safety as well as Collective bargaining policy 
were mentioned by a smaller number of unions (respectively 8 and 9 confederations). 

TABLE 6: POLICY DEPARTMENTS LED BY WOMEN

Policy Department N/Conf

Women/Equality 28

European/International 20

Training/Education 20

Legal 15

Social Dialogue 13

Economic Policy 13

Communication/PR 12

Employment 9

Collective bargaining 9

Health & Safety/Working Conditions 8

Other

Source: ETUC Survey 2006


























































































































