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Introduction
In this paper I shall first expand upon the Life-
long Learning / Education aspects for women in 
the European Union, with special references to 
Hungary, including positive („women do better 
than men”) and negative aspects (inequalities, 
access). As this is all linked to other consider-
ations, I shall also touch upon the labour market 
and the implications for training, employment, 
academia and learning organisations (e.g. uni-
versities), women’s participation in politics, ICT, 
etc. An extensive list of references complements 
the paper.

Premis
Lifelong Learning is a global policy priority, adopt-
ed and promoted by OECD and European Union, 
amongst others (e.g. World Bank). This Policy is 
linked closely to the need for both initial and on-
going vocationally oriented education and train-
ing, given the rapid shifts in the nature of work, 
technology (including ICTs), and changes associ-
ated with globalisation. 

Higher Education (HE) has long been declared 
inappropriate for women. Aristotle held that 
’woman was essentially different from man in na-
ture, and hence that the former cannot profit by 
this Higher Education to be given citizens’ (Mon-
roe, 1919: 156). This view won dominance. Rous-
seau wrote: ’A woman of culture (i.e. education) 
is a plague of her husband, her children, her fam-
ily, her servants – everybody’ (Monroe, 1919: 566). 
There are many more recent examples of studies 
that were taken to prove that women could not 
benefit from HE. 

Another individualistic strategy identified 
in studies of women is that of working harder 
than the men around them and ’being better than 
them’. A historical example of this could be the 
most famous woman physicist, Marie Curie, a 
Nobel Prize winner in both physics (1903) and 
chemistry (1911). (Cotterill et al. 2007)

Education
Equality between women and men is one of the fun-
damental values of the European Union. Through 
the combined efforts of the Community and Member 
States, the situation of men and women in Europe 
has been genuinely transformed in many fields. For 
example, female participation in employment has 
steadily increased, and women today have a higher 
level of education than men. Nevertheless, major 
challenges remain. In particular, although there is 
no doubting progress in terms of quantity, efforts are 
still needed to boost the qualitative aspect of equal-
ity. This is the principal message highlighted in two 
recent reports of the European Commission (2008).

In response to these challenges, the European 
Commission adopted already in 2006 „A Roadmap 
for Equality between Women and Men”, which out-
lines six priority areas for EU action over the period 
2006-2010. This strategy for promoting equality, pur-
sued in partnership with Member States and other 
actors, requires clear information regarding the situ-
ation of women and men in our societies:

- More women than men successfully complete 
upper and post-secondary education

- More women than men obtain university de-
grees or the equivalent

- More women than men are enrolled in under-
graduate programmes across most of the EU

- More men than women continue on to do post-
graduate studies

- Women are more successful than men in com-
pleting tertiary level programmes

- More men than women obtain postgraduate 
degrees

- Most teachers below tertiary level are women, 
at tertiary level, men. The proportion of women 
is particularly high in most of the new Member 
States – Cyprus and Malta being the exceptions – 
exceeding 80 % in Latvia and Lithuania as well as 
Bulgaria and exceeding 75 % in Hungary, Poland, 
Slovakia and Slovenia (no data are available for the 
Czech Republic and Estonia). 
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Source: Larsen et al. 2001

At a global level the Platform for Action, adopt-
ed at the Fourth World Conference on Women in 
Beijing (ILO 1996) identified „education and train-
ing of women” as one critical area of concern and 
defined five strategic objectives:

- ensure equal access to education;
- eradicate illiteracy among women; 
- improve women’s access to vocational training, 

science and technology and continuing education; 
- develop non-discriminatory education and 

training; 
- allocate sufficient resources for and monitor 

the implementation of educational reforms. 
See also the „Mumbay Statement” in APPEN-

DIX (UNESCO 1998).
 The high level of training amongst women can 

be explained by the fact that women (and not men) 
are concentrated in industries and occupations 
with better training opportunities. It is not due to 
women, per se, being more likely to receive train-
ing (Callender et al. 1997).

 The European Social Fund is a particularly im-
portant source of funding for women’s training. It 
is unique because it earmarks funds specifically 

for women-only training. It plays a special role 
by helping to legitimate and encourage women’s 
training. 

Training women is important in terms of both 
the current and projected needs of the economy 
and improving women’s position in the labour 
market. 

Lifelong Learning is widely regarded as playing 
a key role in enhancing the economic performance 
and prospects of individuals and, indeed, of whole 
economies (Jenkins 2006). The rhetoric emanating 
from organisations such as the OECD and the EU 
has stressed the importance of Lifelong Learning 
in developing and regenerating the stock of human 
capital. In the modern, knowledge-driven econo-
my, it has been argued, people must upgrade their 
skills in order to remain competitive and to prepare 
for frequent changes in jobs. Those who missed out 
on initial education require Lifelong Learning to 
acquire essential basic skills. Those out of the la-
bour force should undertake Lifelong Learning to 
prevent skills depreciation. Adult learning, then, is 
seen as crucial for long-term employability (OECD, 
2003). As well as these economic benefits, Lifelong 
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Learning can also contribute to social inclusive-
ness and the reduction of inequality through its as-
sumed effects on employment prospects (Green et 
al, 1999; Field, 2000).

Women record a higher educational attainment 
than men in all Member States. On average, 80.7% 
of young women (20-24) reached at least upper sec-

ondary school in the EU in 2006, against only 74.8% 
on young men. Furthermore, women represent as 
much as 59% of university graduates. However, 
study fields continue to be greatly segmented with 
a low presence of women in engineering or science 
and technology and a high one in health, education 
or the humanities.

Employment rates (women and men aged 15-64) in EU Member States – 2001 and 2006

Women Men Gender gap
2001 2006 2001 2006 2001 2006

EU-27 54.3 57.2 70.9 71.6 16.6 14.4
Belgium 51.0 54.0 68.8 67.9 17.8 13.9
Bulgaria 46.8 54.6 52.7 62.8   5.9   8.2
Czech Republic 56.9 56.8 73.2 73.7 16.3 16.9
Denmark 72.0 73.4 80.2 81.2   8.2   7.8
Germany 58.7 62.2 72.8 72.8 14.1 10.6
Estonia 57.4 65.3 65.0 71.0   7.6   5.7
Ireland 54.9 59.3 76.6 77.7 21.7 18.4
Greece 41.5 47.4 71.4 74.6 29.9 27.2
Spain 43.1 53.2 72.5 76.1 29.4 22.9
France 56.0 57.7 69.7 68.5 13.7 10.8
Italy 41.1 46.3 68.5 70.5 27.4 24.2
Cyprus 57.2 60.3 79.3 79.4 22.1 19.1
Latvia 55.7 62.4 61.9 70.4   6.2   8.0
Lithuania 56.2 61.0 58.9 66.3   2.7   5.3
Luxembourg 50.9 54.6 75.0 72.6 24.1 18.0
Hungary 49.8 51.1 62.9 63.8 13.1 12.7
Malta 32.1 34.9 76.2 74.5 44.1 39.6
Netherlands 65.2 67.7 82.8 80.9 17.6 13.2
Austria 60.7 63.5 76.4 76.9 15.7 13.4
Poland 47.7 48.2 59.2 60.9 11.5 12.7
Portugal 61.3 62.0 77.0 73.9 15.7 11.9
Romania 57.1 53.0 67.8 64.6 10.7 11.6
Slovenia 58.8 61.8 68.6 71.1   9.8   9.3
Slovakia 51.8 51.9 62.0 67.0 10.2 15.1
Finland 65.4 67.3 70.8 71.4   5.4   4.1
Sweden 72.3 70.7 75.7 75.5   3.4   4.8
United Kingdom 65.0 65.8 78.0 77.3 13.0 11.5

Eurostat, Labour Force Survey (LFS), annual averages.
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The role of education in contributing to a fairer 
society has always been double-edged. When suc-
cessful in widening participation in learning, its 
contribution is powerful and positive. But too of-
ten, it can have the opposite effect of being socially 

selective, even divisive. Policy strategies need to 
work with this dual focus – reinforcing inclusion 
and participation while tackling out-dated forms of 
selection. In 21st century society, this longstanding 
equity goal for education takes on new urgency.

Life-long learning - Percentage of the 
population aged 25-64 participating 
in education and training over the 
four weeks prior to the survey, 2006

Educational attainment (at least 
upper secondary school) of women 
and men aged 20-24, in EU Member 
States – 2006

Women Men Women Men
EU-27 10.4   8.8 80.7 74.8
Belgium   7.6   7.4 85.6 79.1
Bulgaria   1.3   1.3 81.1 80.0
Czech Republic   5.9   5.4 92.4 91.1
Denmark 33.8 24.6 81.5 73.4
Germany   7.3   7.8 73.5 69.8
Estonia   8.6   4.2 89.8 74.1
Ireland   8.9   6.1 89.1 81.8
Greece   1.8   2.0 86.6 75.5
Spain 11.5   9.3 69.0 54.6
France   7.8   7.2 84.3 80.0
Italy   6.5   5.7 79.4 71.7
Cyprus   7.8   6.5 90.7 76.1
Latvia   9.3   4.1 86.2 75.9
Lithuania   6.6   2.9 91.2 85.3
Luxembourg   8.7   7.6 74.5 64.0
Hungary   4.4   3.1 84.7 81.2
Malta   5.6   5.5 52.8 48.1
Netherlands 15.9 15.3 79.6 69.9
Austria 14.0 12.2 86.7 84.9
Poland   5.1   4.3 93.8 89.6
Portugal   4.0   3.7 58.6 40.8
Romania   1.3   1.3 77.8 76.6
Slovenia 16.3 13.8 91.4 87.7
Slovakia   4.6   4.0 91.7 91.2
Finland 27.0 19.3 87.0 82.3
Sweden 36.5 27.9 88.6 84.5
United Kingdom 31.2 22.0 80.3 77.3

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey (LFS), annual averages.
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First, as economies and societies are increas-
ingly knowledge-based, the price paid for missing 
out on learning becomes a high one. This is made 
worse by the decline in low-skill jobs, which have 
traditionally employed those with few qualifica-
tions. Second, as information and communication 
technologies (ICT) spread into all aspects of our 
lives a new dimension of exclusion has been cre-
ated: the so-called “digital divide”. Third, frag-
menting families and communities too often mean 
weaker social bonds and identity. This emphasises 
a critical mission for education that goes well be-
yond skills development – cementing social iden-
tity, networks and community involvement, oth-
erwise known as „social capital”. Fourth, in our 
rapidly changing world, educational equity can no 
longer be addressed only in terms of what happens 
in schools and colleges but throughout our lives. 
The scope is now much more ambitious as coun-
tries aim to make Lifelong Learning available to all. 
The major problem remains that lifelong learners 
tend to be those who have already done well in ini-
tial education, although those who did not stand 
most to gain.

Inequalities remain
The rise in educational attainment at both upper-
secondary and tertiary levels has been greater for 
women than men over the past three decades, a 
rapid and universal trend in OECD countries. So 
important has been the shift that worries are now 
being expressed about male under-achievement, 
especially among disaffected adolescent men. Nev-
ertheless, clear gender differences remain in subject 
choice: women are more likely to enrol in tertiary 
education fields related to the health professions, 
education and the social and behavioural sciences, 
and less in the natural sciences, industrial and en-
gineering fields.

There are inequalities in the level and type of 
education and training that women receive, com-
pared with men. Recent research into the educa-
tion and training of women revealed that although 
women have increased their levels of education 
and training, there are notable differences in the 
training of men and women, with men still receiv-
ing more training than women and some groups 
of women being more disadvantaged than others. 
Bimrose et al. (2003) argue:

- Women undertake more training related to their 
personal development than men, whereas men par-
ticipate in more taught training courses related to 
their current or previous employment than women. 

- Consequently, women are more likely to un-
dertake training within a college and pay for it 
themselves, whereas men are more likely to un-
dertake training at work, which is funded by their 
employer. 

- Significantly more women than men are unable 
to participate in education and training courses be-
cause of their caring responsibilities. 

- There are significant differences in the training 
received by women working full-time and part-
time. 

- Women educated to degree level are more like-
ly to receive training than those with fewer quali-
fications. 

- In educational settings women and men are 
now performing equally in most subject areas, but 
there are significant gender differences in the sub-
ject areas studied by men and women 

There are also gendered inequalities in access to 
job related training. Callender and Metcalf’s (1997) 
study of Women and Training included a compre-
hensive review of published research in the field, 
with ’training’ including all vocational training pro-
vided by the public and private sector outside the 
education system. These authors pointed to those 
groups of women who were most disadvantaged 
in terms of their access to job-related training:

- women with children 
- women returners 
- part-timers 
- women with no or low level qualifications 
- women at the base of the occupational hierar-

chy, and 
- women in low paid jobs. 
Lack of access to training was associated with a 

range of barriers: structural, organisational, institu-
tional, and attitudinal, as well as women’s own at-
titudes and the distribution of labour and finances 
within households. Factors which limited women’s 
chances of training were 

- being employed part-time 
- being married or cohabiting, and 
- having children under the age of five and espe-

cially under the age of two. 
This report did not point to general discrimina-

tion against women in training provision, but high-
lighted limitations to access associated with the 
above factors. 

Research conducted as part of the Economic 
and Social Research Council’s Learning Society 
programme did point to gender disparity in op-
portunities for training and development. There 
are significantly different gender patterns between 
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post-school participation in learning and pointed 
to the complexity of assessing the choices made by 
individuals: 

Many older women describe the ways in which the 
learning opportunities available to them were limited by 
local employment, social expectations as to what was ap-
propriate or by a ‘forced altruism’ with respect to family 
commitments… It is clear that, to make sense of individ-
ual’s leaning histories, it is necessary to understand the 
ways in which learning opportunities were understood 
when decisions over participation were being made 
(Rees, Gorard, Fevre and Furlong 2000: 183). 

An article by Jackson (2003) argues that despite 
the rhetoric that surrounds Lifelong Learning, bar-
riers to participation for working-class women are 
too often ignored or made invisible. Starting from 
a critique of current policies and practices of Life-
long Learning that are based in instrumentalism 
and individualism, the article addresses the diver-
sities of working-class women’s multiple identi-
ties and considers some of the (apparent) wider 
benefits of learning for working-class women. The 
article concludes that many working-class women 
are trapped in a cycle of lifelong earning that cen-
tres on low-paid, low-status jobs. What they learn 
is that, in a learning society that remains driven by 
market forces based in inequalities of gender, race 
and class, there is no political escape.

Policy makers place increasing emphasis on 
the importance of Lifelong Learning in enabling 
more people, not just the registered unemployed, 
who are out of the labour force to move back into 
employment, or even into employment for the 
first time. However, there is very little reliable 
evidence on the economic effects of formal learn-
ing undertaken by adults. The key finding is that, 
in the presence of a full range of controls, Lifelong 
Learning, defined in terms of obtaining qualifications 
as an adult, substantially increases the likelihood that 
labour-market inactive women will make a transition 
to paid employment. 

 
Responsibility for caring for children and other de-

pendent family members continues to be borne main-
ly by women, and they frequently have spells out of 
paid employment as a consequence. Lifelong Learning 
is often regarded as playing a key role in maintaining 
and enhancing the employability of women returners. 
It is argued that Lifelong Learning can prevent skills 
depreciation for women who have had long breaks 
from paid employment and that those who missed 
out on initial education may require Lifelong Learn-
ing in order to obtain essential basic skills.

Existing research on women and training leaves 
unanswered a range of questions. These could be 
most fruitfully addressed through: more qualita-
tive studies; analyses of longitudinal data; and 
specific studies which assess particular topics in 
depth. Research needs to explore:

- What is the place of training in women’s work-
ing lives?

- Why do some groups of women consistently 
have less access to training than other women, and 
in comparison to men?

- What factors explain the differential incidence 
of training in certain occupations and what are the 
implications of this for occupational segregation by 
gender?

Women and LLL in Hungary
„Despite the demonstrated increasing need for high 
quality education in the newly emergent Hungarian 
socio-political climate, and despite the fact that experts 
proclaim the need for the modification of educational 
content and methods so as to meet these escalating 
needs, and despite the need for increased fiscal support 
for the educational welfare of the country as a whole, 
the reality of everyday teaching has not changed a great 
deal” (Thun 2000). 

A National Curriculum has been designed that 
describes the core knowledge content, require-
ments and teaching methodologies mandatory 
for every Hungarian school. Such areas of general 
knowledge as learning about social and economic 
processes, learning about one’s own personality, 
and learning life-skills and rights of citizens are 
included to a certain extent. However, the new 
National Curriculum is still very much traditional 
in the sense that the emphasis is distinctly on the 
teaching and learning of facts and data, rather than 
gaining knowledge through activities and devel-
oping skills how to learn. The creativity and the 
contribution of the students in the learning process 
is not a crucial requirement. 

The gender issues of either economic or social 
development, and the traditional and stereotypi-
cal values that came to existence as a result are 
completely absent from the concerns of the Na-
tional Curriculum. Gender issue are not discussed 
even in such specific areas as ‘People and Society’, 
and even under the heading called ‘Equality and 
Equity’. 

The democratisation of the Hungarian socio-po-
litical environment has filtered down into the school 
system to some extent, yet the conservative political 
views and the business-oriented attitudes that pre-
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vail in the political discourse assign little value to 
demands of schools and education (Thun 2000). 

The significant cutbacks in education have an 
impact on women’s advancement in the workplace 
by denying them access to the necessary training 
needed to maintain competence in the working en-
vironment. The absence of life(style) education and 
civic education leaves women with no opportunity 
to learn to identify their needs, to make informed 
choices, and to make their voice heard.

It is the belief of an emerging women’s move-
ment in Hungary, that women’s issues such as 
discrimination against women – especially in the 
crucial areas of employment and education, and 
women’s health issues – violence against women 
and social welfare issues need to be identified and 
discussed as part of public socio-political discourse. 
Through raising the public awareness of these prob-
lems, through education and through the initiation 
of an academic university programme for women, 
we might well be able to stem the tide of the unfa-
vourable process of the restoration of women’s role 
as understood only in relation to their responsibili-
ties in the family. 

For this purpose there is great need for a well-
articulated gender equality policy on the part of 
the decision makers, which need, however, they 
are very reluctant to acknowledge at the moment.

The labour market
Women’s contribution to the work force is vital and 
job-related training is a crucial element in the contin-
ued development of the skill base. Yet despite recent 
growth in both these fields, relatively little is known 
about either women’s experiences of training or 
about gender differences. (Callender et al. 1997)

“More and better jobs” is a strategic objective 
which is at the heart of the Lisbon agenda for 
growth and jobs. Although over the last ten years 
progress has been made in female employment in 
terms of quantity, further efforts will be needed in 
order to improve the quality aspect.

However, after three decades of equal oppor-
tunities legislation and policy, the participation of 
women in the labour market remains different and 
unequal from that of men (Bimrose et al., 2003). 
The Warwick University Institute for Employment 
Research undertook research on improving the 
participation of women in the sub-regional labour 
market which are underpinned by the following 
key points: 

- women’s participation rates in the labour mar-
ket are increasing; 

- women do not constitute a homogeneous 
group: they have diverse labour market experi-
ences; and 

- women are slightly outperforming men in 
compulsory and post-compulsory education in the 
majority of subjects. 

However: 
- women dominate in part-time work, which 

tends to be low paid, has few promotional pros-
pects and has limited training opportunities; 

- the gender pay gap is persistent and even 
widening; 

- gender segregation means women are under-
represented in many occupational sectors, includ-
ing manufacturing and construction – important to 
the sub-region; 

- educational subject choices are still influenced 
by gender stereotypes and there is significant gen-
der segregation in government training schemes; 

- there are structural explanations of gender 
inequality in employment but women’s participa-
tion in the labour market may also be affected by 
their choices about paid employment and caring 
responsibilities; 

- women’s employment experience is also af-
fected by dimensions of ethnicity, disability and 
age.

 
Some of the key findings are (Bimrose et al., 2003): 

- Employment rates for women are increasing, 
whereas for men they are decreasing 

- Women are, on average, five times more likely 
to be in part-time employment than men 

- Women’s participation in the labour market is 
increasing at a faster rate than that of men 

- Women dominate in part-time work that is low 
paid, has few promotional prospects and has lim-
ited training opportunities 

- At national, regional and local levels women 
are less likely to be unemployed than men 

- The presence and age of a dependant child 
continues to have a marked effect on the employ-
ment rates of women 

- A new trend is the fact that there are larger 
numbers of women, particularly among the highly 
educated, who are postponing childbearing 

- This is coupled with the trend among succes-
sive cohorts of women to take shorter periods out 
of work for childbearing and child rearing. 

- Gender segregation is a recognised structural 
feature of the UK labour market 

- This segregation impacts on the occupational 
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opportunities and earnings of women and repre-
sents differences in the status and pay of men and 
women 

- These divisions can be seen as intrinsically 
linked to the sexual division of labour 

- One key explanation proposes that women are 
satisfied with or prefer jobs which fit with their 
childcare and domestic arrangements (Human 
capital theory) 

- One other key explanation claims that gender 
segregation is an intrinsic part of organisational 
culture which constrains women’s choices (Social 
process theory) 

- Marked patterns of gender segregation across 
different occupational groupings (e.g. engineer-
ing is male dominated and hairdressing is female 
dominated) are reflected at a national, regional and 
sub-regional level 

- In sectors where women dominate (e.g. social 
care) there can still be vertical segregation whereby 
women are under-represented at senior levels 

- Suggestions for addressing gender segregation 
in the labour market include the introduction of 
flexible working practices, on-the-job training for 
female part-time employees and the adoption of 
equal opportunities practices. 

- It is important to avoid regarding women as an 
homogeneous group 

- Definitions of commitment based on working 
long hours and sacrificing personal life for work 
are biased in favour of men because they ignore 
women’s caring and domestic labour 

- Women’s commitment to employment has 
been viewed first in terms of individual preferenc-
es and secondly as a reflection of life stages: 

- the individual preference approach defines 
two distinct groups within the labour market: ‘ca-
reer orientated women’ and ‘domestically orien-
tated women’ 

- women’s attitudes to employment can be 
argued to be a reflection of their life-stages: such as 
pre-marriage, family formation and the final phase 
of working life 

- These theories suggest different policy re-
sponses for different groups of women. 

- Despite the fact that women’s earnings have 
increased over the last two decades women contin-
ue to earn less than men and the most recent data 
show the pay gap growing 

- Full-time employed women’s hourly rates and 
weekly gross pay are significantly less than those 
of men working full-time 

- Women working part-time also earn signifi-

cantly less than men working part-time 
- Women are less likely than men to receive oth-

er elements that constitute ‘earnings’, such as bo-
nuses, pension schemes and medical insurance 

- There are significant pay differentials between 
men and women working in the evening or at 
night - men are generally compensated for work-
ing unsociable hours but women are in most in-
stances not 

- There are significant differences in earnings 
amongst women e.g. a woman graduate without 
children is estimated to earn twice as much over 
her lifetime as a woman with no qualifications and 
no children 

- The amount of earnings forgone by mothers 
varies by number of children and the skill level of 
the woman 

- Factors affecting the gender pay gap include: 
- discrimination 
- occupational segregation 
- women’s predominance in part-time work 
- the unequal impact of women’s caring re-

sponsibilities. 
- Flexible working practices have been imple-

mented in some instances as an attempt by em-
ployers to address skill shortages 

- Flexible working practices are particularly 
prevalent in larger organisations, in public sector 
organisations, in firms which have strong equal op-
portunities policies and in organisations that have 
large proportions of female employees 

- The implementation of flexible working prac-
tices can be viewed as problematic because: 

- employers may not understand the busi-
ness case 

- traditional forms of working may be em-
bedded in the organisational culture 

- the implementation of such practices may 
be constrained by the organisational structure 

- Research has shown that the introduction of 
flexible working practices is not costly and the ben-
efits (e.g. significant improvements in productivity, 
reduced absenteeism and increased retention) are 
often greater than expected 

- Gender discrimination in recruitment is illegal, 
but still exists 

- Practices such as word of mouth recruitment 
reflect and reinforce gender segregation in the la-
bour market 

- Although women have increased their levels 
of education and training, there are notable differ-
ences in the training of men and women, with men 
still receiving more training than women 
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- There are significant differences in the train-
ing received by women working full-time and 
part-time 

- Women educated to degree level are more like-
ly to receive training than those with fewer quali-
fications 

- In educational settings women and men are 
now performing equally in most subject areas, but 
there are significant gender differences in the sub-
ject areas studied by men and women

- Significantly more women than men are unable 
to participate in education and training courses be-
cause of their caring responsibilities. 

- Disabled people are more likely to have no 
qualifications, face unemployment, to work part-
time and be under-represented in senior positions 
than the non-disabled 

- There are significant differences in the eco-
nomic activity rates of men and women with dis-
abilities 

- 45 per cent of disabled women are in em-
ployment 

- Research has shown that there is too much em-
phasis on disabled people changing to accommo-
date employers rather than employers changing to 
accommodate disabled people. 

- Nationally, women’s employment rates decline 
steeply after the age of 45 years 

- Educational attainment is a key factor in un-
derlying variations amongst women participating 
in the labour market within the same age group. 

 
As a conclusion, Bimrose et al. (2003) state that:

- Significantly more women are in part-time 
employment than men, and women dominate in 
part-time work that is low paid, has few promo-
tional prospects and has limited training oppor-
tunities. 

- Women are under-represented in manufactur-
ing and construction. The gender pay gap is persis-
tent - particularly in industries dominated by men. 
Educational subject choices are still influenced by 
gender stereotypes, and there is prominent gender 
segregation in government training schemes, re-
flecting gender stereotypes. 

- For women, a significant barrier to training is 
their caring responsibilities. Men undertake more 
training and more hours of training than women. 

- The older female working population is in-
creasing in importance; given the ageing of the 
population, a key challenge is to maintain higher 
economic activity and employment rates in the 
older age groups 

As far as the changing position of women in the labour 
market and the implications for training, Callender 
et al. (1997) state that an important backdrop for 
understanding issues about women and training is 
their changing position in the labour market. Their 
position along with the interface between their do-
mestic and work responsibilities largely determine 
women’s access to training and the nature of the 
training they receive.

Women’s labour market position has changed 
considerably in recent years. This has significant 
implications for their access to and demand for 
training; the nature of the training they receive; and 
the role of training in shaping their labour market 
experiences, occupational mobility and segrega-
tion, and their earnings.

Women’s position in the labour market impacts 
directly on their access to training with those most 
disadvantaged having the least access to job-relat-
ed training. These include:

- women with children;
- women returners;
- part-timers;
- women with no or low level qualifications;
- women at the base of the occupational hierar-

chy; and
- women in low paid jobs.
The lack of training and qualifications prevent 

these women from moving up the occupational hi-
erarchy into better and more highly paid jobs while 
inhibiting the participation of others.

Women’s lack of access to training is associated 
with a range of barriers including: structural, or-
ganisational, institutional and attitudinal barriers, 
women’s own attitudes and the distribution of la-
bour and finances within households.

Women employees’ pursuit of qualifications 
was affected by employment, family and personal 
characteristics. Women in the public service sector 
were more likely to be training towards a qualifi-
cation than those in any other sector, as were pro-
fessionals, associate professionals and technicians 
while clerical workers and manual workers were 
least likely. 

A research report published in May 2004 (Eu-
rofound 2004) outlines the current conditions for 
Lifelong Learning in Norway. The study reveals 
significant differences in this area between sectors 
and between employees with higher and lower 
levels of education.

According to the survey, women participate 
more often than men in formal education. The 
main reason for this is that women more often than 
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men work in sectors where such education is more 
usual. There are no differences in the area of infor-
mal training between men and women. Employ-
ees working part time (mostly women) participate 
more seldom, but this is balanced by the fact that 
many women work in sectors where the participa-
tion rate is high. There are differences between men 
and women - more men than women have what is 
defined as learning-intensive work.

The year 2007 saw the implementation of a large 
number of measures announced in the European 
Commission’s Roadmap for Equality between 
Women and Men and the European Council’s Pact 
for Gender Equality in 2006. All these measures 
converge towards the objective of achieving effec-
tive equality between women and men by acting 
on both quantity and quality aspects. The Commis-
sion has also made a contribution towards creating 
common flexicurity principles, so as to promote 
the creation of more and better jobs. 2007 was also 
marked by several celebrations and important 
events for gender equality policy: the 50th anni-
versary of European gender equality policy; the 
European Year of Equal Opportunities for All; the 
tenth anniversary of the signing of the Amsterdam 
Treaty, the basis for the European Employment 
Strategy and for gender mainstreaming in Com-
munity policies.

This fifth annual report on equality between 
women and men, produced in collaboration with 
the Member States at the request of the European 
Council of Heads of State and Government, is the 
first to cover the enlarged European Union of 27 
Member States, the increased diversity of which is 
likely to raise new challenges for equality policies. 
However, enlargement testifies to the new Member 
States’ embracing of the European Union’s funda-
mental values and their commitment to pursuing 
its fundamental tasks, which include achieving 
equality between women and men.

Female employment has been the main factor in 
the steady growth of employment in the EU in re-
cent years. Between 2000 and 2006 employment in 
EU-27 grew by nearly 12 million, including more 
than 7.5 million women. The female employment 
rate went up each year, reaching 57.2% in 2006, 
3.5 percentage points more than in 2000, bringing 
the objective of 60% by 2010 within reach. During 
the same period the male employment rate rose 
by less than one point. Among workers over the 
age of 55, the female employment rate also in-
creased more than the male rate, reaching 34.8%, 
a 7.4 point increase on 2000. At the same time the 

unemployment rate for women fell to 9%, its low-
est level for ten years.

This positive trend has resulted in a significant 
narrowing of the employment rate gap between 
women and men, which fell from 17.1 points in 
2000 to 14.4 points in 2006. However, the very fact 
that there is still a gap, also among young people 
(6 points for the age group 15-24) raises questions, 
particularly as young women have better success 
rates at school and university. Furthermore, the 
gap seems to grow wider with age, culminating at 
17.8 points for the over-55s.

Several aspects of the quality of women’s work 
remain problematic. Equality between women and 
men is one of the work quality dimensions iden-
tified by the Commission. The indicators for pay, 
labour market segregation and the number of 
women in decision-making jobs have not shown 
any significant increase for several years.

Furthermore, gaps between women and men 
may persist in all other aspects of work quality, e.g. 
reconciling professional and private life, working 
arrangements which do not fully exploit people’s 
skills and in the field of health and safety at work. 
Evidence of this is the sharp fall in the employment 
rate for women with young children (-13.6 points 
on average), while the rate for men is rising. As a 
result, the employment rate for women with depen-
dent children is only 62.4%, compared with 91.4% 
for men, a difference of 29 points. More than three-
quarters of part-time workers are women (76.5%), 
corresponding to one woman in three, as against 
less than one man in ten. Temporary employment 
contracts are also more common for women (15.1%, 
one point more than for men).

In other words, it would appear that the sub-
stantial efforts made in connection with the Eu-
ropean Strategy for Growth and Jobs with a view 
to creating more and better jobs for women have 
proved more successful in terms of quantity than 
quality.

Stereotyping constitutes a barrier to individual 
choice for both men and women. It helps to preserve in-
equalities by influencing the choice of education, train-
ing or employment, participation in domestic and fam-
ily duties, and representation in decision-making jobs. It 
can also affect how an individual’s job is valued. Getting 
rid of stereotypes is one of the priorities of the Roadmap 
and the European social partners’ framework of action 
on gender equality.

It is important to develop training and imple-
mentation tools which will allow all stakeholders 
to include a gender perspective in their respective 

A
r

tI
cl

es
 -

 A
ni

kó
 k

ál
m

án
 w

om
en

 a
nd

 l
ife

lo
ng

 l
ea

rn
in

g



87

areas of competence, also in assessing the specific 
impact of policies on women and men. It is vital to 
ensure the effective use of existing tools, such as 
the manuals for gender mainstreaming of employ-
ment policies produced by the Commission.

Women and men in academic posts
- Women are less well represented among senior 

academics than among more junior ones. 
- Women are better represented in the next level 

down from the most senior, but even at this level, 
they accounted for under half of the posts con-
cerned in all EU Member States. 

- The proportion of women in third level posts 
(those usually filled by someone who has recently 
completed a PhD or other doctorate) is larger still. 

- Women are much more in evidence in posts at 
the lowest academic level – those which either do 
not require a doctorate or are filled by those still 
studying for their doctorate. 

Long-term trends in education levels 
Educational levels of women have risen more than 
those of men over the long term
Comparison of the educational attainment levels of 
women and men in successive age cohorts gives an 
indication of how these levels have progressively 
increased over the years in most parts of the EU 
and, correspondingly, how the qualifications of the 
workforce have gradually improved. Comparison 
of the relative numbers of those aged 50–54 and 
those aged 30–34 with different educational attain-
ment levels indicates that education levels of wom-
en have risen by more than men over the 20 years 
which separate the two cohorts almost throughout 
all EU Member States. Some 31 % of women aged 
30–34 have tertiary level qualifications in the EU, 
according to the LFS data for 2005, as compared 
with under 19 % of those aged 50– 54. At the same 
time, the proportion of 30–34 year-olds with up-
per secondary qualifications is almost 5 percentage 
points higher than for the older age group, so that 
22 % of women aged 30–34 have no qualifications 
beyond basic schooling as against 39 % of 50–54 
year-olds.

Education levels of women have risen much 
faster than for men over the long term and there 
are now significantly more women in the younger 
age groups with higher education levels than men 
in most parts of the EU. The proportion of women 
aged 30–34 who have completed tertiary education 
is higher for men in all but four Member States – 
the Czech Republic, Germany, the Netherlands and 

Austria – and, of these, only in Germany is the dif-
ference more than marginal. 

The proportion of women with tertiary educa-
tion who are in employment is higher for women 
with lower education levels but still significantly 
smaller than for men. The employment rate of 
women aged 25–64 with tertiary education was 
just over 80 % in the EU in 2005. This compares 
with a rate for women with only basic schooling of 
only around 44 %. Nevertheless, the rate for wom-
en with tertiary education was some 7 percentage 
points lower than for men with the same level of 
education.

More women than men participate in continuing 
training. According to the special ad hoc module of 
the labour force survey conducted in 2003, some 
23 % of women aged 25–64 in employment and 19 
% of men participated in (non-formal) continuing 
vocational training at some time during the pre-
ceding year.

The proportion of women participating in con-
tinuing training was larger than that of men in all 
Member States except Slovakia. The rate of par-
ticipation of women in continuing training ranged 
from over 55 % of the total employed in Denmark, 
Finland and Sweden and just over 45 % in the UK, 
the only countries in the EU where the proportion ex-
ceeded a third, to under 10 % in Greece, Italy and Hun-
gary and only around 1 % in Romania. The rate of 
participation of men was also relatively high in the 
first four countries, but in each case at least 6 per-
centage points less than the rate for women. In all 
other Member States, the proportion was 30 % or less, 
in Greece, Lithuania and Hungary, under 5 % and in 
Romania, under 1 %.

The extent of participation in continuing train-
ing varies markedly with the level of educational 
attainment. At the same time, more women than 
men tend to participate in training at all levels of 
education. For women with tertiary education in 
the EU the rate of participation in continuing train-
ing was around 40 % of those in employment as 
compared with just over 33 % of men. For those 
with upper secondary education, the proportions 
were just over 20 % for women and 18 % for men, 
and for those with only basic schooling, just over 8 
% and 7 %, respectively.

A research study (Gouthro 2008) explored Lifelong 
Learning trajectories of mature women students in 
Canada and Challenges in Returning to Learning:

- Many women postponed their return to school-
ing (often more than once) to attend to caregiving 
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responsibilities or to accommodate a spouse’s or 
partner’s career

- Women often changed or lowered their career 
aspirations to accommodate family caregiving re-
sponsibilities

- Many learners had serious personal life crises 
or familial problems, including alcoholism, di-
vorce, drug addictions, sexual abuse and domes-
tic violence, that frequently impacted on decisions 
around schooling

- Older women raised concerns about ageism, 
employment opportunities, and financial security 
in retirement

- Numerous learners had high amounts of stu-
dent debt 

- International students were less likely to be 
hired as teaching/research assistants, thus losing 
both financial assistance and important experience

- Housing costs were often a problem, particu-
larly in larger cities

- Child and elder care created ongoing challeng-
es regarding both time for studies, and perceived 
lack of respect for unpaid labour Benefits in Con-
tinuing Learning

- Returning to higher education is a positive ex-
perience for most learners

- Decisions around schooling are often linked 
with career aspirations, but returning to higher ed-
ucation offers positive attributes not directly con-
nected to the paid labour force

- Learners often spoke about a sense of personal 
growth, as well as excitement and engagement 
with the learning process

- Students reported higher levels of confidence 
and self-esteem that were often linked with being 
successful in academe

- For students who had suffered traumatic in-
cidents, learning seemed to be a positive way to 
transition forward in their lives

- Mature students who were mothers thought 
by continuing their education they were being 
positive role models for their children Supports in 
Adult and Higher Education Contexts

- Few, if any policies and programs in higher 
education are designed specifically to target the 
needs of female learners

- Some policies may be of more benefit to women 
i.e. in some provinces policies around student debt 
are based upon income after graduation, which 
may be more important for women since they often 
have lower salaries

- Flexible program options, including distance 
learning, are often appreciated by women students

- Supports that may particularly benefit women, 
such as affordable family housing options and flex-
ible on-campus childcare, vary considerably across 
institutions and provinces

- While some administrators would advocate 
for more resources to be allocated to support these 
kinds of services, others indicate these are more 
personal responsibilities for learners

Universities as Learning Organizations 
A paper by Gouthro et al (2006) examines universi-
ties as learning organizations to assess how inclu-
sive their policies and practices are for women.

By implementing the strategies to promote the 
development of the university as a learning orga-
nization, universities could be more successful and 
better able to compete. Brown (1997) believes on-
going learning by all members of the university is 
a prerequisite if the organization is to grow and be 
competitive, and that learning would occur in all 
aspects of one’s work life. 

A critical feminist analysis of universities as 
learning organizations takes us in two direc-
tions. First, it challenges the assumption that the 
needs of employees and organizations are always 
aligned and questions the increasing influence of 
the marketplace on the academy. Secondly, it raises 
concerns around how gender (amongst other vari-
ables) needs to be taken up to assess issues of inclu-
sion within learning organizations. 

Initial feedback from mature women learners 
engaged in a Social Science and Humanities Re-
search Council (SSHRC) funded study examining 
women’s Lifelong Learning trajectories in Canada 
reveals that women continuing their education 
often require additional supports because of the 
gendered nature of their lives. Gatens argues that 
“a desire to make our institutions more democratic 
should result in a desire to reshape institutions 
in such a way that men’s historically embedded 
advantage as well as women’s disadvantages are 
eradicated” (1998, p. 8). 

The “reality” of the workplace and the academy 
for many women is that they will be at a disadvan-
tage because of gendered differences in responsi-
bilities and life experiences. Mirroring women’s 
experiences in the broader paid workforce, women 
in the universities are more likely to be found in 
part-time, contract positions that are characterized 
by lower pay, lower status, and less job security. 
One of the consequences of this continued mar-
ginalization of women in the academy is that they 
have fewer opportunities and lesser support to de-
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velop their research programs and engage in ongo-
ing professional development. 

Challenges and Possibilities for Universities as Inclu-
sive Learning Organizations 
To address issues of gender inequality, we need to 
consider how to move past the current rhetoric of 
the learning organization to create collaborative 
learning that truly benefits employees, and takes 
into consideration the various challenges that 
women often face. There are a number of factors 
that need to be taken up within higher education to 
create a more positive orientation that would sup-
port an inclusive learning organization. 

While the university does offer some potential as 
a learning organization, it is not something that can 
be assumed. A radical reassessment of the concept 
of the learning organization has to be developed for 
universities to be considered inclusive learning or-
ganizations, particularly for women. This reassess-
ment would need to recognize the competing power 
issues that exist within institutions, acknowledging 
that the interests of administrators, faculty, staff, and 
students, will not always be the same. External pres-
sures from the increasingly competitive global mar-
ketplace that drive concerns around accountability 
and productivity need to be critically assessed. For 
universities to become learning organizations that 
are supportive of women’s lives, many consider-
ations must be addressed. We need to understand 
how gender impacts on Lifelong Learning and ca-
reer trajectories, develop policies that value more 
broadly defined learning contributions, and create 
opportunities that allow more flexible support for 
research and learning. 

The Expert Group Meeting at the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing (ILO 1996) con-
sidered the following topics: 

- make an inventory of various forms of training 
- vocational, skill, enterprise-based training and 
training on the job - for women and girls to meet 
the needs of a changing socio-economic context; 
identify skills that need to be developed;

- diversify vocational and technical training for 
girls and women in a variety of technical fields and 
in management; 

- identify training possibilities for women in the 
informal and formal sector, taking into consider-
ation the linkages and frequent transition between 
both sectors; 

- identify possible policy measures and actors re-
sponsible for providing various types of  vocational 
and technological training (government, private sec-

tor, trade unions, non-governmental organizations);  
- discuss possible incentives to be offered to the 

various actors in order to create a favourable envi-
ronment;  address the  issue of funding for voca-
tional training and donor support as well as edu-
cational planning; 

- discuss notable reforms and innovative ap-
proaches to women’s access to science and technol-
ogy and vocational training;

Women’s participation in politics in the countries of the 
European Union, including Hungary 
Two years after Hungary’s accession to the European 
Union, Ilonszki (2006) examined what kind of envi-
ronment and expectations the Hungarian society will 
face and what kind of European experiences it will 
encounter in terms of gender equality. In Hungary, at 
the time of this paper’s publication, the government 
decree (no. 289/2004, X.28) establishing the Ministry 
of Youth, Family, Social Affairs and Equal Opportu-
nities – the ministry responsible for the equal oppor-
tunities of women and men – makes no mention of 
what aspects of politics, power or decision-making 
should fall within the ministry’s remit. 

Without underestimating other aspects and 
fields of women’s equal opportunities, this paper 
concentrates solely on the political conditions, 
and focus on two key questions: first, on the EU 
itself, and then a comparison will be made between 
women’s participation at various levels in politics 
across the EU and in Hungary. In other words, the 
question is: what are the political roles women play, 
have been given or have gained in EU countries 
and at various levels of EU central public policy 
making and in EU institutions? 

Newly accessing countries are different in many 
respects – maybe not so much in terms of their 
institutional solutions, but rather in their tradi-
tions or recent and distant pasts, where issues of 
women’s political equality rarely made it onto the 
public agenda (Ilonszki, 2004). Although candidate 
countries were required to adopt nine directives 
related to equality and to integrate them into their 
national legal systems, these did not cover issues of 
political decision-making. 

A combined view of participation at the level of 
EU institutions and at various local political levels 
illustrates both the potential impact of the EU and 
the prevalent conditions in the individual countries 
and country groups. Is there any coherence with 
respect to women’s presence at different levels of 
politics? What is behind the lack of coherence: is it 
the EU’s strength or its weakness that is reflected in 
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the figures? In each case it is important to examine 
how Hungary fits into the European picture. 

In the first direct elections to the European Par-
liament1 (1979) 17% of the MPs were women, and 
this rate has been gradually increasing ever since. 
1 In earlier periods, members were delegated. 

Differences between countries have gradually nar-
rowed at the European level. Although still rela-
tively large differences can be observed in terms fe-
male representation at the country level the country 
differences are much smaller at the EU level. Table 
1 summarizes a number of points. 

Source: *Freedman (2002: 180) and EU (2005b). 

Table 1. Share of female MPs in the European Parliament (1999, 2004) and in national parliaments (2004), (%) 

Women’s share in the EP Women’s share 
in national 
parliaments 
2004 
(3) 

Difference in the composition
1999*
(1)

2004
(2)

of the EP, 
2004/1999 
(2)–(1)

of the EP and 
of the national 
parliament, 
2004 (2)–(3)

Old EU member states 
Austria 38.1 38.9 33.9   +0.8   +5.0
Belgium 28.0 29.2 35.3   +1.2   –6.1
Denmark 37.5 35.7 38.0   –1.8   –2.3
Finland 43.8 35.7 37.5   –8.1   –1.8
France 40.2 43.6 12.2   +3.4 +31.4
Germany 30.9 31.3 32.2   +0.4   –0.9
Greece 16.0 29.2 14.0 +13.2 +15.2
Ireland 33.3 38.5 13.3   +5.2 +25.2
Italy 10.3 19.2 11.5   +8.9   +7.7
Luxembourg 33.3 50.0 20.0 +16.7 +30.0
The Netherlands 32.3 44.4 36.7 +12.1   +7.7
Portugal 20.0 25.0 19.1   +5.0   +5.9
Spain 34.4 33.3 36.0   –1.1   –2.7
Sweden 50.0 57.9 45.3   +7.9 +12.6
United Kingdom 24.1 24.4 17.9   +0.3   +6.5
New EU states 
Cyprus –   0.0 10.7 – –10.7
Czech Republic – 20.8 17.0 –   +3.8
Estonia – 33.3 18.8 – +14.5
Hungary – 33.3 9.8 – +23.5
Latvia – 22.2 21.0 –   +1.2
Lithuania – 38.5 10.6 – +27.9
Malta –   0.0 9.2 –   –9.2
Poland – 13.0 20.2 –   –7.2
Slovakia – 35.7 19.3 – +16.4
Slovenia – 42.9 12.2 – +30.7
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Source: *Freedman (2002: 180) and EU (2005b). 

Women’s share in the EP Women’s share 
in national 
parliaments 
2004 
(3) 

Difference in the composition
1999*
(1)

2004
(2)

of the EP, 
2004/1999 
(2)–(1)

of the EP and 
of the national 
parliament, 
2004 (2)–(3)

Old EU member states 
Austria 38.1 38.9 33.9   +0.8   +5.0
Belgium 28.0 29.2 35.3   +1.2   –6.1
Denmark 37.5 35.7 38.0   –1.8   –2.3
Finland 43.8 35.7 37.5   –8.1   –1.8
France 40.2 43.6 12.2   +3.4 +31.4
Germany 30.9 31.3 32.2   +0.4   –0.9
Greece 16.0 29.2 14.0 +13.2 +15.2
Ireland 33.3 38.5 13.3   +5.2 +25.2
Italy 10.3 19.2 11.5   +8.9   +7.7
Luxembourg 33.3 50.0 20.0 +16.7 +30.0
The Netherlands 32.3 44.4 36.7 +12.1   +7.7
Portugal 20.0 25.0 19.1   +5.0   +5.9
Spain 34.4 33.3 36.0   –1.1   –2.7
Sweden 50.0 57.9 45.3   +7.9 +12.6
United Kingdom 24.1 24.4 17.9   +0.3   +6.5
New EU states 
Cyprus –   0.0 10.7 – –10.7
Czech Republic – 20.8 17.0 –   +3.8
Estonia – 33.3 18.8 – +14.5
Hungary – 33.3 9.8 – +23.5
Latvia – 22.2 21.0 –   +1.2
Lithuania – 38.5 10.6 – +27.9
Malta –   0.0 9.2 –   –9.2
Poland – 13.0 20.2 –   –7.2
Slovakia – 35.7 19.3 – +16.4
Slovenia – 42.9 12.2 – +30.7

The situation is different in the new member 
states. National figures are clearly lower, participa-
tion differences between the European Parliament 
and the national parliaments are large, and, with 
the exception of Poland, all the former socialist 
countries show a positive variance between wom-
en’s presence in the European Parliament and in 

their national parliaments. However, due to the 
size of the countries, these percentages often apply 
to a small number of MPs. Interestingly, of all the for-
mer socialist countries, the participation of women in 
the national parliament is lowest in Hungary, while in 
the European Parliament elections Hungary achieved 
the EU average. 

Table 2. Women’s share in national and local (regional) government in 2000 and 2004, and in regional bodies in 2004 (%)

Source: 2000: COM (2001); 2004: The EU’s website (EU, 2005c).2 

Country Ratio of women ministers in 
government *

Women’s participation in 2004

2000 December 2004 in regional 
governments

regional bodies

Old EU member states 

Austria 31 36 n.a. n.a. 

Belgium 22 21 31 37 

Denmark 45 29 – 27 

Finland 39 47 44 50 

France 30 18 48 Presidents of the 26 regions are all 
men, except for one 

Germany 35 46 33 25 

Greece 12   6 18 Presidents are men in all 54 adminis-
trative units 

Ireland 19 21 – 12 (incomplete) 

Italy 14   9 10 15 

Luxembourg 28 17 – – 

The Netherlands 31 31 30 18 

Portugal 12 17 n.a   2 (bodies of very few members) 

Spain 17 44 37 31 

Sweden 50 50 – 60 (mainly two-member bodies) 

United Kingdom 35 26 – – 

New EU states

Cyprus   0   0 – – 

Czech Republic   0 12 15 13 

Estonia 13   8 – – 

Hungary   6 12 13 – 

Latvia 30 25 – n.a 

Lithuania   0 15 – – 

Malta   8 15 – – 

Poland   5   6 15 12.5 

Slovakia   6   0 14 The 8 regions are headed by men 

Slovenia   7   7 – – 
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The figures for participation in government bear 
only a partial similarity to those for national parlia-
ment and the European Parliament (Table 2). 2 

In terms of most of the figures, Hungary resem-
bles the other new member countries; changes be-
tween 2000 and 2004 occurred only in government 
(due to the new government), and a more marked 
development in women’s political participation 
was brought about by the European Parliament 
elections3 Hungary lags behind not only in the field 
of equal opportunity for women and other aspects 
of women’s rights, but also in terms of women’s 
participation in public life. 

The European Union has already embarked on 
many important tasks in relation to the achievement 
of equal opportunities for women, and it appears 
to continue its role in this respect. By analysing 
the EU’s organizational and political impact, it ap-
pears that we are in a phase of positive develop-
ment regarding the achievement of gender-based 
equal opportunities. 

It is, therefore, fair to say that we live in a period 
of EU-feminism. Although the principle of equality 
was, from the start, a value endorsed by the EU, the 
concept of equal opportunity for women was boost-
ed by the expansion of the EU, and was reinforced 
by the experiences and practices of the old member 
states (e.g. Denmark and The Netherlands), by the 
accession of the Nordic countries (Sweden and Fin-
land), and by other challenges, national or interna-
tional. It is in Hungary’s profoundest interests to make 
best use of the opportunities, including equal opportuni-
ties for women. Today, there are three influences or 
conditions that could form the basis of a programme 
for progression. First, there is the influence of the 
EU, with its requirements and pressures. Second-
ly, we should take it as a warning that countries 
deemed ‘less developed’ than Hungary in terms of 
social structure and other aspects – whether old or 
2  On the referenced website there is information about 
the regional councils in the EU-15 countries and about 
regional governments in 17 member states. The situation 
is sometimes complicated, because each country has 
a different public administration system: for example, 
there is not necessarily an executive that heads local 
bodies (Sweden) or else the local body has a leader, 
but there is also a separate elected regional officer, too, 
for example a prefect (e.g. in France or in Greece). To 
explain the concept: in Hungary, the regional body is the 
county assembly, and the executive consists of a single 
person, i.e. its president. 
3 For a detailed description of the local municipality 
level and its partial positive processes, see: Bocz and 
Sághi (2003), Koncz (2003), Lendvai (2004). 

new members – are much more advanced in these 
processes. And thirdly, the idea that politics has its 
relative independence – that it is not merely an ad-
junct, but is a force capable of building (or destroy-
ing – appears to be justified in many respects. 

ICT
Under-representation of women in the Informa-
tion and Communication Technology (ICT) world 
is not a new phenomenon, but a very persistent 
one. On the political level, the European Union 
has placed this issue on its agenda and postu-
lates social inclusion and equal opportunities in 
a knowledge-based society, laid down in the e-
Europe Action Plan. The Community Framework 
on Gender Equality 2001-2005 pointed out that a 
knowledge-based society cannot afford to under-
utilize the enormous untapped potential of its fe-
male professionals.

eTutoring, eCoaching and eConsulting are meth-
ods that can help to attract more women into ICT 
professions (Hornung-Prähauser et al. 2005). Pro-
fessional gender-sensitive training and coaching 
can be offered with innovative eLearning methods 
and tools, particularly in relevant phases of wom-
an’s career planning. Innovative eLearning might 
raise the number of female employees in the ICT 
world and shape its future. 

There is no doubt that the advances in informa-
tion and communications technologies (ICT) bring 
tremendous benefits – especially to women (Tan 
2004). But how do we ensure that women can enjoy 
and reap these benefits? How can women be en-
couraged to get plugged into the new technologies 
available in order to be a part of and benefit from 
the knowledge-based economy (KBE)? 

Only when women are made aware of the many 
uses of new infocommunications technologies, 
will they be willing to take the step to learn how 
to use them. Therefore, it is vital for women to be 
informed about new technologies, and be shown 
how their lives can be improved. 

According to researcher Vikas Nath, “the isola-
tion of women from the mainstream economy and 
their lack of access to information because of soci-
etal, cultural and market constraints have led them 
to become distant from the global pool of informa-
tion and knowledge”.4 With new technologies like 

4 Vikas Nath, “Empowerment and Governance through 
Information and Communication Technologies: Women’s 
Perspective”, International Information and Library 
Review Journal. December 2001. Also available at http://
www.cddc.vt.edu/knownet/iilr-women-ict.pdf
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the Internet, women are able to have immediate 
access to information that they require, and need 
no longer be left out.

The Internet is fast proving to be a goldmine of 
educational resources. Women can self-study by 
looking up the wealth of free information available 
online. They can also sign up for online courses, 
where they are tutored by an online teacher. And 
by improving their knowledge and skills, they can 
improve their employability.

The two biggest obstacles to women using ICT, 
especially those in developing countries are liter-
acy and access. Then there are language barriers - 
most of the information available on the Internet is 
in English. There is a growing body of information 
in French, German, Spanish, Japanese and Chinese, 
but there still exists a need for information in the 
vernacular languages.

„What Women Want”
The What Women Want survey (Security4Women 
2005) results demonstrated that women, irrespec-
tive of age, education and socio-economic status, 
were remarkably consistent in their choices for 
policy direction. In order, the three most highly 
preferred economic measures to improve women’s 
wellbeing were:

- work arrangements that help balance family 
and other responsibilities

- affordable education and training for all ages
- equality of male and female wages and salaries

The tasks ahead of us (Hughes et al 2006) 
- To critically consider Lifelong Learning poli-

cies of the EU and identify discourses by which 
women and men are constructed as gendered, 
classed, ‘raced’ learners; 

- To examine ways in which EU policies, prac-
tices and discourses (especially constructs of gen-
dered, classed and ‘raced’ learners) relate to the 
‘knowledge economy’ and/or to issues such as 
globalization, international competition and the 
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS); 

In conclusion, we can say that now we recogn-
ise that Lifelong Learning is essential for economic 
growth and social cohesion. The EU, Member 
States and Social Partners share a vision of a learn-
ing society. 

Those who do not participate are increasingly vul-
nerable to being excluded and alienated. 
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