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Foreword

The 10 questions on the concept of gender mainstreaming in
this report are based on many years of experience gained
through discussions in a wide range of organizations and in-
stitutions. They are intended as an aid for those planning or
involved in the implementation of the concept.
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To understand gender mainstreaming it is ne-
cessary to look at its roots. The concept emerged
from the activities of the international women’s
movement and its long and arduous experience
with the inadequate implementation of its
demands by governments and institutions.
Recommendations for improving the situation
of women were drawn up and passed by the first
three World Conferences on Women. National
governments made commitments to follow the
recommendations, but it grew increasingly clear
at following international conferences that the
mere self-commitment of governments was in-
adequate and that the situation of women had
hardly changed. Discussions focussed on how
to overcome the status of the international wom-
en’s movement as a petitioner to national gov-
ernments and implement demands more ef-
fectively. The new strategy was called gender
mainstreaming and was laid down in the docu-
ments of the Fourth World Conference on Wom-
en in Beijing in 1995. In the context of interna-
tional women’s politics, gender mainstreaming
calls on governments to examine the effects of
all policies on men and women, and not merely
to entrust women’s affairs to a single ministry.

Each political measure must be analyzed
with respect to whether it improves the situation
of women, has negative effects or doesn’t affect
women at all. Gender policy objectives of gov-
ernments could then be made binding for all
policy areas and the idea that there can be de-
genderized policy areas or forms of policy aban-
doned.

In the context of international women’s poli-
cy, this would achieve what the NGOs have al-
ready attained in the area of development policy:
the “gender approach” in this sphere was in-
tended to intensify “empowerment”. While

empowerment is aimed at increasing women’s
decision-making power, the gender approach
results in the integration of the gender perspec-
tive in all policy areas. Development policy has
considerable  experience  with  gender  main-
streaming that can be applied on a broader scale
in government activities.

Due to the feminist lobby and the tradition
in its Scandinavian Member States, the Euro-
pean Union has increased its commitment to
the principle of gender mainstreaming at inter-
national level. On the European level, women’s
groups succeeded in implementing the objective
of “Equal Opportunity For Women and Men” as
part of the reform of the EU Structural Funds in
1993. This marked the first establishment of a
general concept for the promotion of equality
opportunities in Europe. The mainstreaming
strategy was described for the first time in 1995
as part of the “Fourth Action Programme on
Equal Opportunities”. The aim was to apply the
achievements of the EU Structural Funds to the
whole of EU policy: gender relations were to be
taken into consideration in all policy measures.
The principle of gender mainstreaming was
given further impetus in the Treaty of Amster-
dam. All Member States of the European Union
agreed to apply the principle of gender main-
streaming in their policies: all measures of joint
European policy should aim at eliminating gen-
der inequalities. To promote the objective of gen-
der equality, the European Commission decided
on a “Community Framework Strategy on Gen-
der Equality” in June 2000, a comprehensive
strategy that includes all Community policies
and all Commission services. For both 2001 and
2002  the  Commission  implemented  gender
equality work programs (European Communi-
ties 2001).

1. What is Gender Mainstreaming?
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In Germany too, the idea that women’s poli-
cies are a horizontal task is not new. However,
the implementation of this approach in the
organization of political decision-making pro-
cesses leaves much to be desired. As a rule, a
given authority (the Ministry for Women’s Af-
fairs, the Equal Opportunity Office) defines
women’s policy and develops gender specific
goals and measures. This authority then dis-
seminates its results in “other” policy areas with
the expectation that they will be implemented
in these areas. In this context, it is always the
political strength of the affected women and the
extent to which they are organized that de-
termine whether and how their demands are
heard and  implemented.  Given  these decision-
making processes, women often remain in the
role of the petitioner or can only make moral
appeals.

Gender mainstreaming can be an innovative
strategy for gender policy within organizations.
Since most organizations have a (gender-spe-
cific) hierarchical structure and their political
concepts and services appear as if they are gen-
der-neutral, the introduction of gender main-
streaming marks a radical transformation.

The Federal Republic of Germany pledged
to introduce the principle of gender mainstream-
ing in its national policies. There are a number
of projects at federal level, some measures at
state level and even a few successful initiatives.
Some municipal governments have even started
to implement gender mainstreaming. In addition

to the government authorities, civic organiza-
tions such as labor unions, foundations and
continuing education facilities have started to
introduce the concept.

“Gender mainstreaming comprises the
reorganization, improvement, develop-
ment and evaluation of decision-making
processes in all policy fields and areas of
work of an organization. The objective of
gender mainstreaming is to integrate the
perspective of the relations between the
genders in all decision-making processes
and to utilize all decision-making proces-
ses for gender equality.”

If decision-making processes in (political)
organizations are likened to weaving a
braid, then historically, the braid has been
woven with the strands of rationality,
feasibility and cost. If the potential effects
on women are considered at all, it is only
at the end of the process. In other words,
a little bow is tied into the braid after it has
been completed. In gender mainstream-
ing, on the other hand, gender relations is
one of the strands in the braid, inter-
twined with the others and influencing
decisions right from the beginning.

Definition of the principle
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2.1 Legal and political requirements

Legal requirements for the introduction of the
gender mainstreaming principle exist at Eu-
ropean and national level. Article 3, paragraph
2 of Germany’s Basic Law specifies dual ob-
jectives for government activity: the government
shall promote the actual implementation of
equal rights for men and women and take steps
to eliminate existing inequalities. These objectivs
apply to legislation, administration and juris-
prudence  and  to  all  levels  of  government:  the
federal government as well as state and muni-
cipal governments.

2. Why Implement Gender Mainstreaming?

Gender mainstreaming can be made binding on the basis of legal and
political requirements, subsidies or on the basis of commitment.

Since the entry into force of the Amsterdam
Treaty on May 1, 1999, the EU Member States
have been obliged to promote equality between
men and women in the sense of gender main-
streaming in all community policies and in par-
ticular in community labor and employment
policies.

Article 23 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights
of the European Union requires that Member
States implement the principle of gender main-
streaming.

In Germany, gender mainstreaming is al-
ready been a guiding principle of various laws,
e.g. in the Job-AQTIV Law, in the draft of the
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Anti-Discrimination Law for the Integration of
Handicapped Persons as well in the Law on the
Welfare of Children and Youths.

The national government as well as state
governments made political decisions on the
principle of gender mainstreaming as early as
1998 (Lower Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt). The fed-
eral cabinet made a decision to recognize the
equality of men and women as an overarching
basic principle on July 23, 1999. This decision
was followed by a cabinet decision of July 26,
2000 amending the Joint Rules of Procedure of
the Federal Ministries: § 2 of the joint rules of
procedure requires that all departments of the
federal government apply the gender main-
streaming approach in all political, legislative
and administrative actions of the Federal Min-
istries. Thus, the key conditions for the imple-
mentation of the approach have been met at
national level.

More recently, gender mainstreaming has
been the subject of coalition agreements at state
level in the Rhineland-Palatinate, North-Rhine
Westfalia, Bremen and Berlin.

The general assembly of the German Council
of Municipal Governments passed the following
resolution entitled “The Future of the City – The
City of the Future” in May 2001: “A citizen-ori-
ented service must include the evaluation of
administrative activities with respect to any
differences in their effects on the lives of men
and women (gender mainstreaming).” The Ger-
man Council of Municipal Governments adopted
the principle for its own activities in June 2002.

Some city councils have already made similar
decisions (e.g. Münster, Rostock, Wiesbaden).

This brief survey of the legal and political
basis for the introduction of gender main-
streaming shows that the binding character of
the principle is growing at national, state and
local level and gaining ground in a growing
number of policy areas.

The Federal Republic of Germany is not a
pioneer in the implementation of gender main-
streaming. In the Scandinavian countries as well

as in Great Britain, the introduction of gender
mainstreaming dates to the 1980s. Sweden has
been implementing the principle in government
activities at national, regional and local level
since 1994 and has gathered a wealth of expe-
rience, especially at local level (Stepanek 1999).

2.2 Funding

In addition to these legal and political require-
ments, the principle of gender mainstreaming
has also been applied in the international ac-
tivities of the German government for the past
ten years. As a provider of funding for projects
in the so-called developing countries, the Ger-
man government requires that the project spon-
sors and recipients take the gender-specific
effects of projects into consideration. The im-
plementation of the principle is in part the suc-
cess of the international women’s movement.
However, an analysis of development aid con-
ducted more than ten years ago revealed that
many projects do not have lasting effects, be-
cause they fail to take the gender relations in
each country into account. Gender training for
staff and evaluation instruments have been
elements of international development assist-
ance for years.

The European Structural Funds are also ad-
ministered according to the principle of gender
mainstreaming. One of the instruments of the
Framework Strategy to Support Gender Equality
(2001-2005) is to force gender mainstreaming
through the Structural Funds and the associated
Community initiatives (EQUAL, Interreg, Urban
and Leader) and to strengthen co-operative me-
chanisms in the Commission for monitoring the
implementation of gender mainstreaming (Com-
munication from the Commission to the Council,
the European Parliament, the Economic and
Social Committee and the Committee of the Reg-
ions, COM (2000) 335 final). Since 2002, the
approval of EQUAL projects contains the re-
quirement that all co-operating agencies un-
dergo gender training during the initial phases
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2.3 Self-commitment

The legal and political requirements for use of
the gender mainstreaming principle currently
apply only to government activities. Other or-
ganizations, such as associations, clubs, labor
unions and political parties, can introduce such
requirements on the basis of self-commitment.
The labor union ver.di, for example, has already
written such a self-commitment into its statutes.
The goals of the union include “the realization
of gender democracy and the equality of men
and women in the workplace as well as in com-
merce, society and politics through approaches
such as gender mainstreaming.” At its con-
vention in November 2001, the German Social
Democratic Party made a resolution to introduce
gender  mainstreaming.  The  Heinrich  Böll
Foundation anchored gender democracy in its
statutes and already has years of experience
with its implementation.

of a project. Those responsible for project control
and evaluation are developing increasingly re-
fined monitoring instruments. Project applica-
tions are classified according to their equality
objectives in three categories: “equality promo-
ting”, “equality oriented” and “equality neutral”.
Projects that fall in the category “equality neu-
tral” are not granted support.

It can be expected that with the increasing
bindingness of gender mainstreaming the de-
pendence of public funding on gender equality
objectives will be introduced in other areas of
public policy. The promotion of research projects
by the German Ministry for Education and Re-
search has long been linked to gender require-
ments.
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Gender mainstreaming is linked to the intro-
duction of a new perspective in the activities of
organizations. It results in changes in decision-
making processes in patriarchal organizations.

An organization is considered patriarchal
when men occupy most decision-making posi-
tions and when organizational rationale and
action follow traditional male thought patterns.
Such thought patterns conceal the gender di-
mension of daily life, e.g. consider only gainful
employment and not unpaid labor as work and
set norms that are fitted to a typical male life-
style and biography as standards (e.g. a 10-hour
work day as the accepted requirement for man-
agement positions).

Gender mainstreaming means that gender
relations are integrated in all activities per-
formed by an organization. Such innovation can
be made in an organization with a hierarchical
structure only when management acknowledges

the approach and is commited to its imple-
mentation. The leaders of an organization must
search for ways and measures with which the
new perspective can be introduced in the day-
to-day decision making processes. The long term
objective consists of creating an environment
in which no meeting takes place and no meas-
ures are implemented in which gender relations
do not play a role.

Such transformation within an organization
takes time and must be designed as a process.

The following steps are particularly im-
portant:

1. A decision on the gender policy guidelines
of the organization;

2. A resolution by the management of the or-
ganization to apply gender mainstreaming;

3. How Is Gender Mainstreaming Implemented ?
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Example:

1. Central goal: The access to and utiliza-
tion of material resources is equal for
men and women

2. Strategic objective: Fifty per cent of the
funding for economic development is
earmarked for women or benefits wom-
en.

3. Operational objective: Women make up
half of the sellers at markets and city
events.

3. A decision by management on how gender
mainstreaming is to be implemented (first
steps, pilot projects, responsibilities);

4. A decision for the establishment of the con-
ditions needed for gender mainstreaming
(e.g. sensitization and training of employees,
the  establishment  of  organizational  re-
quirements, definition of responsibilities);

5. A decision on the means for monitoring and
evaluating the gender mainstreaming process.

Although the introduction of gender main-
streaming is a top-down process, this doesn’t
mean that the necessary changes in decision-
making processes can be realized on the basis
of an order by an organization’s management.
If gender relations are to be analyzed in all activ-
ities of an organization, in all of its measures
and rules and in all daily professional activities,
a new way of thinking is required of all involved
parties: everyone must earn gender competence.

Reflection of one’s own gender role, the abi-
lity to develop gender policy objectives and apply
them to professional work as well as the ability
to conduct a gender analysis are all important
elements of gender competence. The latter also
requires a sound knowledge of gender relations,
which may be gained through gender training,
self-education or continuing education courses.

The work necessary for the development of
gender policy objectives should not be under-
estimated as a part of the gender mainstreaming
process. It’s not enough to base them on the
wording of the Basic Law. Examples for the ar-
ticulation of gender mainstreaming objectives
can be found in the projects of the cities of Lü-
beck and Norderstedt, where the central goals
of gender policy as well as its strategic and ope-
rative objectives have been developed for
municipal services (see Hansestadt Lübeck
1999).

Experience with the introductory processes
has shown that gender mainstreaming can not

be made binding for all work units simultane-
ously. Instead, an understanding of the proces-
ses  must  be  gained  through  pilot  projects
(Schweikert 2002, Färber 2001). Appointing an
employee to the position of “gender officer” can
succeed only if the greatest possible number of
employees has participated in gender sensitiza-
tion and gender training. Gender mainstreaming
doesn’t mean that gender issues are the respons-
ibility of a few experts, but of everyone in an
organization. Of course, gender officers may be
responsible for counseling, monitoring and as-
sistance in the gender mainstreaming process,
but actual responsibility resides with an organi-
zation’s management.

The introduction of gender mainstreaming
can be linked to development processes in an
organization: The gender perspective may be
integrated with an organization’s activities if its
goals, monitoring procedures, quality standards
and assessment processes are designed with
gender considerations in mind. The view from
the outside, whether it be in the form of a con-
sultancy or accompanying research, promotes
the gender mainstreaming process. The munici-
pal council of the city of Wiesbaden, for example,
not only introduced gender mainstreaming, but
also commissioned a university to conduct ac-
companying research. The learning capacity of
an organization enhances gender mainstream-
ing and is at the same time a prerequisite for its
success.
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4.1 Quality improvements

The use of knowledge about gender require-
ments and outcomes increases the effectiveness
of measures at the same time that it increases
the focus on gender. All measures aimed at
certain target groups require the application of
gender specific knowledge in order to be ef-
fective. It is easier to recognize problems in
target groups if the gender conditions have been
analyzed.

By focussing analysis on a target group, plan-
ning can be conducted at the appropriate level
of detail.

Examples

A state government endeavors to provide its
citizens access to its policies via the internet.
Applying gender mainstreaming requires that
gender differences in the use of the internet
must be taken into account. This will reveal
that some groups of women don’t even have
access to the internet while some groups of
males use it on a daily basis. This knowledge
will in turn influence the contents of the web
site and perhaps initiate a search for other
communication channels.

A pharmaceutical manufacturer tests a new
product not only on young males (as it did in
the past), but also includes elderly women, many
of whom are in poor health. This allows the
manufacturer  to  gain  a  more  comprehensive
knowledge of the product’s side effects, make
more specific dosage recommendations and in-
crease the effectiveness of the medication.

An analysis of counseling for welfare reci-
pients reveals that women typically lack skills
in childcare and that a lack of schooling or al-
chohol problems often play a role in the biogra-
phies of male recipients. The gender perspective
leads to the provision of different services for
men and women.

In many cases, gender analysis also provides
a basis for preventive measures that help save
costs in the future.

Example

A gender analysis of health behavior reveals
that young men between 16 and 18 years of
age have particularly risky behavior: They
rarely heed physical signals of sickness and
subject their bodies to strains that have effects
of which they are unaware. The early imple-
mentation of health education for young
males helps save future costs in the social
security system.

4.2 Gender mainstreaming enhances the
effectiveness of administrative processes

When gender analysis targets specific
problems, it may require crossing departmental
boundaries; project management and co-
operation are then necessary.

Example

A research project of the Occupational Safety
Department at the Ministry for Labor, Wom-
en, Health and Social Affairs in Saxony-An-

4. What Are the Benefits of Gender Mainstreaming to an

Organization?



13GENDER POWERS POLICY

GENDER MAINSTREAMINGFRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG

halt revealed that many women are exposed
to harmful substances during pregnancy and
that many small and medium-sized com-
panies do not submit reports in compliance
with the Maternity Protection Act. An infor-
mation and counselling campaign involving
all departments of the ministry was started
on the basis of an analysis of the sources of
these problems. For example, the ministry’s
health department co-operated with the state
medical chamber to develop a continuing edu-
cation course for gynecologists and the labor
department evaluated job-rotation models for
companies that have to deal with this problem.

4.3 Enhancing participation processes

Gender mainstreaming affects all tasks of an or-
ganization. In the public sector, it has effects on
all public services. In particular, services that
have been considered as gender neutral must be
scrutinized: city planning, the planning of trans-
portation and the promotion of the local eco-
nomy must be analyzed in regard to their effects
on  gender  and  gender  relations.  But  this  is
nothing new. In some cases, the introduction of
gender mainstreaming will make the work of
equal opportunity officers easier and give it more
substance. In many cities, equal opportunity of-
ficers have been trying for years to promote the

participation of women in city planning or to
conduct surveys of mothers’ needs with respect
to public childcare services. The implementation
of gender mainstreaming makes participation
even more important and ensures that it is an
integral part of planning processes. Participation
is often the only means for evaluating the effects
of planned measures on men and women.

4.4 The financial benefits of
gender mainstreaming

The earmarking of funds is already part of af-
firmative action policies in many areas. Financ-
ial assistance is provided only when recipients
can demonstrate that they are capable of ap-
plying the gender perspective and following
gender policy objectives (examples include the
EU Structural Fund, international co-operation
and Germany’s Higher Education Act).

4.5 Gender mainstreaming serves the
promotion of an organization’s image

Openness to gender issues can not only help
an organization in the search for employees but
improve  its  image  in  the  eyes  of  its  potential
clientele. Large international companies know
how to publicize their equal employment stra-
tegies and hope, with good reason, that this will
improve their image.
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This question assumes that changes in gender
relations will always lead to a win-win situation.
Otherwise, there would be no grounds for the
participation of men as required by gender main-
streaming. Such an approach, however, under-
estimates the so-called “patriarchal dividend”
(Connell 1999). This term is used to connote the
benefits that accrue unnoticed to men on a daily
basis. Highlighting the benefits for men may also
give rise to false expectations. Anyone who sacri-
fices privileges, money or power is not going to
profit from their loss. The man who must refrain
from candidacy to let a woman take a position
certainly has no benefit.

Gender analysis focuses on positions from
which women have been excluded or in which
they have been disregarded or subject to discrimi-
nation on the basis of their sex. All areas in
which the existing structures are built on typical
male life styles are put to question. However,
the introduction of the typical female life style
into the structure of an organization may have
advantages for other groups of men.

In gender research, both masculinity and
feminity are seen as social constructions. This
means that not all men follow and correspond
to the male hegemony structures. Men can dis-
tance themselves from the norms and rules that
apply to their gender the same as women. Not all
men are in positions in which they have power
over others and they differ according to their
age, class, health, upbringing and marital status.
“Thus, men are not a homogeneous (gender)
mass with a single political interest” (Döge 2001,
p. 34).

When males are looked at in all their diversi-
ty it soon becomes clear that their involvement
in gender mainstreaming and the inclusion of
the male gender in gender analysis has advan-
tages and benefits.

■ The man with political responsibility
Men have a legal and moral duty to apply the
gender mainstreaming principle. The positive
effects of gender mainstreaming on the efficiency
and quality of their work will help convince them
of its advantages (see 3).
If gender mainstreaming helps move gender
policy from mere proclamations to the applica-
tion of rational analysis and specific objectives,
it can become an element of a man’s profession-
al qualifications.

■ Man as partner and father
The extent to which work and the family are
shaped by male structures often becomes clear to
men when they are confronted with the problems
of their partners and/or daughters. If a man is
open to these issues, he will find it easy to partici-
pate in gender mainstreaming processes, assume
responsibility for them or to initiate them.
Gender analysis, which is conducted as an inte-
gral part of gender mainstreaming processes,
reveals men’s health problems, the higher morta-
lity rates of men, male work addiction and male
violence. These problems are the negative results
of the traditional male role, and even men who
do not question male hegemony will have to deal
with its effects.

5. What Advantages Does Gender Mainstreaming

Have for Men?



15GENDER POWERS POLICY

GENDER MAINSTREAMINGFRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG

■ Men who don’t fit the male stereotype
The objective of more flexible roles will provide
men who don’t fit the male stereotype with  more
opportunities to overcome the traditional gender
roles. It creates opportunities that aren’t possible
under stereotypical gender roles: for example,
an active role in childrearing, new forms of thought,
the ability to feel emotion, a different perspective

on sexuality. In addition, gender analysis reveals
the gender-specific discrimination of men who
work in atypical professions. Not all men have
managerial positions; many remain in subordi-
nate positions in nursing or educational profes-
sions. Improving the image of these female pro-
fessions and ensuring equitable remuneration
would benefit men and women alike.
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Gender mainstreaming first serves to reveal the
relevance of gender. Differences between the
genders can be found in most areas, whether
they are related to the access to economic re-
sources, political resources and work, or factors
such as attitudes, preferences and habits.

The evaluation of existing differences must
be made in the context of gender policy objec-
tives. Gender mainstreaming strategies can be im-
plemented only if they have clearly defined ob-
jectives. Every organization must define its ob-
jectives. This does not occur in a legal vacuum.
Lawmakers and the courts have defined a num-
ber of requirements that determine the general
direction of equal opportunity strategies (BAER
2002): the reduction of discrimination and sup-
port for those who have been discriminated
against are essential for attaining equal oppor-
tunity in material terms. Nonetheless, objectives
such  as  equality,  equal  opportunity,  gender
equity and gender democracy provide only gen-
eral guidelines that are difficult to define as con-
crete goals. Is equality attained when 50 per cent
of the women and 50 per cent of the men are
represented in all areas? Does equal opportunity
mean that women must serve in the military?
Does gender equity mean that the funds ear-
marked for services to young females must also
be spent on measures that focus on young males?
Does gender mainstreaming mean that the
underrepresented gender, not just women, must
be provided support?

Whether and how gender equality policy is
affected by gender mainstreaming is discussed
in the following sections.

6.1 What does gender mean?

Oft bemoaned is the fact that there is no fitting
German term for gender. Finding an exact equiv-
alent is not easy, because the English language
makes differences that are not made in German:
in English, the term “sex” refers to the biological
aspects and the term “gender” to the social and
cultural dimensions of sex. The term gender can
not be translated in a single German word. Gen-
der is used to distinguish the social and cultural
role of sex from the physical aspects of the term.

The use of the English term “gender” has
become common in German due to the wide-
spread introduction of gender mainstreaming
principles in German language countries. Des-
pite calls for a simple German term, the use of
the English word has a number of advantages:
first, it facilitates international communication
among those involved in gender policy. More
importantly, however, the term “gender” is link-
ed to three messages that are not conveyed by
existing German terminology:

■ Message 1: Gender has a range of
components, both biological and cultural
The term gender indicates the social and cultural
dimensions of the sexes. Gender is not synonymous
with “sex”, which denotes the physical attributes
of sexual categories. The use of the term “gender”
is a conscious rejection of the belief that men and
women are shaped solely by physical attributes.
It implies the relativity of current manifestations
of gender with respect to history, social status
and culture. At the same time, it indicates that

5. Does Gender Mainstreaming Determine Gender Policy

Objectives?



17GENDER POWERS POLICY

GENDER MAINSTREAMINGFRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG

social and cultural dimensions may change. Op-
portunities for political measures arise only if
the given sex-specific roles, positions and identi-
ties are not seen as unalterable.

■ Message 2: Men also have a gender
Gender includes the male and female gender roles
and their malleability, a feature that is not self-
evident under the everyday concept of sex. Given
that women have been and still are particularly
successful in demanding their rights and working
against discrimination, it is all too easy to con-
clude that gender issues are only women’s issues.
It even appears as if men do not have a gender
in the sense that women do, but that they are
the gender, while women are viewed as if they
are a deviation from the male norm. This fact is
even mirrored in language: male grammar forms
always “include” women. The term “gender” im-

plies that “maleness” as well as “femaleness” are
collections of attributes consisting of require-
ments, roles and norms that are socially and his-
torically determined.

■ Message 3: Institutions are not gender neutral
Gender is not merely an attribute of individuals.
Rather, the duality of gender is a principle that
determines the structure of many social systems
and shapes their rules. After all, women predomi-
nate in most private work activities and poorly
paid professions while men dominate in positions
of power. The question as to how gender relations
arise and hierarchies are established can not be
answered by analyzing individual behavior alone.
It is necessary to analyze the mechanisms by
which gender-related attributes are ascribed to
social groups and the systems of controls that
promote “genderization”.
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Common knowledge assumes that sex, in the
sense of the determination of gender on the basis
of physical characteristics, is always evident.
However, this certainty is based only on morpho-
logical characteristics (primary and secondary
gender attributes). Modern biology, on the other
hand, has more than 5 methods for determining
gender: in addition to morphology, gender can
be determined on the basis of chromosomes, on
the analysis of genital glands, hormonal analysis
or on the basis of gender-related features in the
brain. The clear-cut categorization of a person
as male or female is no longer possible. Given
the many methods for categorization known to
modern biology, it is more appropriate to replace
the bipolar classification of an individual as “man”
or  “woman”  with  the  definition  of  a  specific
position in a multi-dimensional gender space.

Deconstructive approaches of gender theory
go so far as to conceive of the human body as a
historical, social and cultural construct. It is
argued that nature neither contains nor creates
categories; that categories such as male and
female are culturally determined and serve to
organize knowledge. This approach does not deny
the existence of biological facts but emphasizes
their cultural interpretation and the attribution
of meaning to them. This point of view is a rad-
ical critique of all differences between the sexes
that are based on so-called biological factors.
Even scientific statements are subject to the
constantly changing paradigms of their respec-
tive disciplines.

It can no longer be assumed that a person’s
gender can be determined solely on the basis of
physical characteristics. Physical features may
be ambiguous and each characteristic subject
to interpretation, standardization and polariza-
tion on the basis of cultural and social factors.

Assumption 2:
There are only two genders.

Ethnological studies have revealed that the two
gender system is not found in all cultures. There
are cultures and communities that know at least
three genders and thus allow for life styles that

6.2 Gender: Difference or social construct?

The gender perspective assumes a critique of the
traditional concept of “gender”. The question,
“What is gender?” is alone enough to alienate
many people. Nothing seems more certain than
the fact that everyone has a gender and that
there are males and females. The common no-
tion of gender contains many assumptions that
are not questioned.

Typical conceptions of gender are discussed
in the following in  the light of the recent theo-
retical debate on gender.

The following assumptions can be derived
from the everyday meaning of gender:

1. Physical characteristics determine whether
a person is male or female.

2. There are only two sexes.

3. Everyone is either male or female.

4. The gender of a person shapes their behavior.

5. Only individuals have a gender.

All of the assumptions are analyzed in the
context of the recent gender debate that has
been shaped by the results of empirical research
as well as by philosophical analysis.

Assumption 1:
Physical attributes clearly determine whether
an individual is a man or a woman.

The recent gender debate initially surrounded
the distinction between sex and gender. This dif-
ference alone indicates that gender is not so easy
to understand. In the course of the discussion, a
third dimension was added to the phenomenon
of gender, “sexuality”. Sexuality denotes the di-
mension of desire, sexual orientation and sexual
identity. The use of these three dimensions (sex,
sexuality and gender) as equal determinants of
gender makes it clear that simple categorizations
such as “that is a man” and “that is a woman” imply
very diverse dimensions. Physical characteristics
(sex) are merely one of many determining factors.
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would be subject to repression in systems based
on the duality of gender. There are men, women,
berdaches, hijras and xaniths. Berdaches, hijras
and xaniths are persons who are male but dress
and act like females and are treated as if they
were female. There are also African and Indian
cultures that recognize a third gender status
called  “women  with  a  man’s  heart”  which  in-
cludes  individuals  who  are  female  but  work,
marry and assume the role of parent (Lorber
1999).

Furthermore, there was a phase in European
history  during  which  a  single  gender  model
shaped perception. Until the 18th century, western
philosophers and scientists believed that there
was only one gender: male. Females were seen
as an aberration from this “natural” norm. The
female sexual organs were seen as the inversion
of the male sexual organs (Laqueur 1992).

These empirical observations are evidence
that the supposed certainty of common know-
ledge, according to which there are only two
genders, is based solely on the norms of any
given cultural environment. By expanding the
horizon, it is easy to find different gender sys-
tems in other cultures and periods of history.

Assumption 3:
An individual is either male or female

Studies of fetal and embryonal development
have shown the genesis of what is commonly
perceived as sex to be an extremely complicated
and sensitive process. Using the system of dual
gender, the development of the sexual organs
can only be determined after the seventh week
of pregnancy. Prior to that point, there is no in-
dicator whether an embryo is male or female.
Three of every 1,000 newborns have “devia-
tions”, in so far as their physical sexual charac-
teristics are unclear. Hermaphrodites have more
or less clear differences from physical attributes
that are seen as male or female under the mor-
phological definition of sex. Modern medicine,
which is shaped by the concept of dual gender,
sees this difference as pathological. In such
cases, it is up to doctors to determine the “correct”

sex. This decision is based either the criterion
of “the least deviation” or another method is used
for the determination of sex. Surgery is then used
to make clear what was initially ambiguous.

In addition to the uncertainty in the classifi-
cation of gender according to biological cate-
gories of male and female, there are other in-
dicators that allow for an ambiguous classifica-
tion instead of just an “either-or” definition.
Psychological theories of learning and therapy
support the idea that every individual has male
and female characteristics. The maturity of a
person is seen as the personal ability to unite
or integrate the male and female elements. This
approach is based on the assumption that “sex”
does not determine personal development. Even
persons with physical features that are clearly
male must not fit the social perception of “mas-
culine”. They may also have behaviors or thought
patterns that are considered “feminine”. Cultures
may be defined on the basis of the stringency
with which they differentiate between genders
and whether deviations are sanctioned. The gen-
der policy of a society is revealed in the dimen-
sion of “sexuality”. Societies in which homo-
sexuals have a status equal to that of hetero-
sexuals and are not subject to sanction as a de-
viation from the norm allow individuals to de-
velop their sexuality and desires independently
of their “sex”.

Thus, on the basis of modern science, ascrib-
ing male and female characteristics to an in-
dividual is much more appropriate than the
strict classification as man or woman.

The polarized, dual system of gender limits
natural diversity and the potential for individual
development. It also ensures that the gender
hierarchy remains intact.

Assumption 4:
A person’s gender can not be changed.

This assumption is refuted by transsexuality.
Transsexuals reject the sex that has been assign-
ed to their bodies. They don’t feel “at home” in
the sex that has been assigned to them on the
basis of their biological gender characteristics
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and identify themselves with the opposite sex.
They follow the paradigm of dual gender and
believe in the ability to lead a socially satisfying
life as either a man or as a woman. Prior to their
operations, transsexuals experience their an-
drogynism as extremely painful. They are sub-
ject to social pressures that require them to exist
in a way that they do not want to live. The sur-
gical adjustment of their physical features to
correspond to the gender with which they identi-
fy themselves is the only way for many trans-
sexuals to feel secure. In this case, the body
seems to be more the effect than the basis for
social processes. Surgery and hormone treat-
ment are also an expression of the cultural and
social pressure for the standardization of sex,
sexuality and gender.

There are also individuals who avoid such
pressures and practice a mixture of male/female
sexuality and male/female behavior. Herma-
phrodites can live as women and then as men.
They resist the pressure for standardization.
Dazzling portrayals of sex and experiments with
male and female characteristics are common in
artistic circles. Travesty is an expression of a
practice that identifies the prevailing gender
order as a cultural phenomenon by turning it
on its head. Playing with gender has a provo-
cative effect and thus reveals the deep roots of
gender as a social phenomenon. At the same
time, allowing a range of portrayals of gender
is evidence of social progress in so far as it
transcends rigid norms and allows individuals
to live as they wish.

Assumption 5:
A person’s behavior is determined by their
gender.

Numerous studies have analyzed how gender
shapes behavior. However, the overall results
reveal that the differences among women, i.e.
within the gender group classified according to
“sex” are at least as great as the differences
between men and women. Furthermore, the use
of statistical averages should not lead to the
conclusion that an observed difference between

men and women applies to each individual man
and woman.

 For “sex” to be a direct determinant of be-
havior, male and female physical features would
have to be associated with specific, mutually ex-
clusive dispositions. However, biological features
(which themselves may be indistinct) can not
be linked directly to behavior. Rather, the biog-
raphies of individuals may well contain in-
congruous  developments in the dimensions of
gender; between sex, sexuality and gender. A
person who is considered a female on the basis
of physical features may not be heterosexual,
as required by “normality”, but may be bisexual.
She can distance herself from social expectations
with respect to her behavior and act differently,
in a masculine manner. She can also resist the
social definition of her female status, e.g. as wife
and mother, and the definition of her place in so-
ciety. The same applies to persons who are clas-
sified as men. Their “sexuality”, their desires, may
focus solely on males, they may behave in a femi-
nine manner and their social position must not
necessarily coincide with society’s expectations.

The decisive moment in each individual is
the conflict between sex, sexuality and gender.
This determines the specific form in which they
experience their “gender”. The observed diffe-
rences and similarities between gender groups
can no longer be considered the result of their
“sex”, but arise from the many conflicts with
the other dimensions and social pressures to
behave in accordance with one’s gender. “Doing
gender” is becoming an increasingly fruitful field
of research. The focus is no longer on the dif-
ferences between genders as such but on the
mechanisms that make individuals fit into the
gender roles defined by their social environ-
ment. The genesis of gender can be found in
the daily interactions of men and women, boys
and girls, in school classrooms, at the workplace
and in the media. Once the mode of operation
has been determined, however, it is possible to
prevent negative results. If more is known about
the social conditions that shape individual
gender identity, it is possible to analyze them in
a political context. Such a perspective must reject
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the belief that women and men have immutable
characteristics. All women are not expected to
be communicative and sensitive just as all men
can not be expected to be prone to violence.
Instead, it is necessary to inquire about the role
of gender models and structures that make
women sensitive and communicative and men
prone to violence.

Assumption 6:
Gender is an individual characteristic

This assumption restricts gender to the indi-
vidual level. Women’s research and gender re-
search deal not only with problems from the
perspective of the subject, but also with the
norms, institutions, social rules and mecha-
nisms that they create.

Such analysis focuses on the effects of the
binary and polar gender system on social struc-
tures. It analyzes how social systems continually
re-create gender differences, how exclusiveness
is mediated through gender variables and how
actual inequality and hierarchies between men
and women are generated. The negation of the
relevance of gender is shown to be a particularly
effective mechanism. Feminist political scientists
attempt to prove the andro-centrism of the pre-

vailing theories of state and politics as well as
to decipher the supposed gender neutrality of
government institutions. The labor market, edu-
cational system, the economy and other social
systems have gender-related facets. The power
of symbols that contain gender notions is evi-
dent not only in the media. There is a growing
awareness of the social concept of gender even
though it operates “behind the back” of indi-
viduals; social structures are “genderized”. The
“gender cultures” of East Germany and West
Germany prior to unification reveal that gender
is more than an individual characteristic. In East
Germany, the full-time employment of women
was taken for granted and shaped personal
orientation as well the whole infrastructure
provided by the state. Even though the gender
hierarchy remained intact in East Germany,
experience there does show that gender roles
are not only defined at individual level.

The fact that childcare facilities for children
under three years of age are scarce in West Ger-
many is to be interpreted in the same vein: It re-
flects the gender policy assumption that mothers
must take care of their children during this stage
of their lives. Government social and welfare po-
licies are based to a great extent on the prevailing
gender system.
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The review of the six assumptions on gender
are intended to underscore the fact that the
common understanding of sex is not enough to
clarify the concept of gender. The analysis of gen-
der requires empirical and theoretical knowledge
of it as a social construct. Personal experience
(“I know my wife and therefore know all wom-
en” or “I know how men are, I have one.”) are by
no means enough to provide a basis for a com-
petent analysis on gender and gender diffe-
rences. In Sweden, gender mainstreaming was
used to introduce principles for earning quali-
fications in this area.

Even a cursory look at the common conception
of gender reveals it to be extremely complex.
The usual simplifications used to explain the
differences between the sexes do not stand up
to a critical analysis.

Empirically determined differences between
males and females can not be reduced to their
“sex” alone. Instead, they are to be understood
in the nexus of gender. Gender denotes those
aspects of sex that are part of a social construct.
Thus, gender doesn’t imply the sex of an indi-
vidual but the cultural and social mechanisms
to which an individual is subject on account of
his or her “sex”. The implementation of gender
mainstreaming thus applies the gender concept
to assumptions that don’t differentiate between
“sex” and gender but accept:
■ the dual, polar conception of gender, accord-
ing to which males are by nature strong and
action-oriented while females are emotional,
social and sympathetic as a true reflection of
reality instead of as stereotypes.
■ the notion that there are “female” and “male“
professions and thus take the cultural definition
of gender types to be their biological definition.
■ that the natural tasks of women consist of
unpaid household labor and childcare – usually
called “homemaking” – and therefore believe
that it is the man’s duty to work full-time and
secure the material basis for supporting his wife

and children. The equality of the sexes then ex-
hausts itself in the equal status of different tasks,
but the responsibility for specific tasks still oc-
curs on an irrational basis.
■ that the historically determined differences
between genders are based essentially on sex
and function to ensure successful cohabitation,
thus confusing “sex” with “gender”.

A more refined understanding of gender also
implies that all forms of gender hierarchy lose
their legitimacy. Once gender is no longer viewed
in its polarized, dual form, hierarchies based
on differences between men and women lose
all justification. Individuals are then encouraged
to free themselves from the constraints that are
based on their gender. Such an approach is even
more important for the analysis of regulations
and political measures: If these allocate work,
personal orientation or skills on the basis of sex,
then they must undergo a critical analysis. If
gender mainstreaming cannot rely on the bio-
logical differences between the sexes but as-
sumes that all differences are determined by
“gender”, it must resort to reasons that go be-
yond the attributes based on the biological sex.

Such an approach does not deny that there
are empirical differences between men and
women; however, these differences are not
ascribed to the “essence” of each sex and thus
don’t apply automatically to every man and
woman.

Gender includes the social canon for the de-
termination of the effects of gender relations on
each individual. Equity and equality are the le-
gal norms applicable to gender relations in Ger-
many. Thus, the framework for gender policy
objectives of gender mainstreaming measures
is well defined: They focus on overcoming all
forms of authority and dominance between the
sexes, at overcoming the male dominated struc-
tures and on ensuring the equal treatment of
typically “female” lifestyles and work styles.
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A gender analysis is built on the view that
sex is not a biological characteristic of an in-
dividual but a social institution; that it is a social
construct that simplifies a social order and de-
fines its hierarchy. A gender analysis does not
only ask what individuals classified as male or
female think, say or do, but has a broader per-
spective: It analyzes the ways in which the dual,
hierarchical institution of gender affects the
problems that are being analyzed.

Gender  analysis  focuses  on  the  way  that
structural conditions lead to situations in which
potential individual diversity is restricted by the
common concept of sex. Classification according
to “sex” produces specific biographies, profes-
sions, interests and social status according to
an understanding of sexual attributes that limits
individual potential and perpetuates the hierar-
chical connotation of roles.

By virtue of their sex, women are paid less
for their work, have less material power and
less social influence, while men have better paid

An essential component of gender competence
is the ability to conduct a gender analysis. Gen-
der mainstreaming processes do not end with
the completion of check lists about the gender
relevance of decisions in the form of “yes-or-
no” questions. Gender analysis requires an
adequate understanding of gender (point 6) and
a knowledge of gender relations.

Gender analysis may be applied to a theo-
retical discourse, a political agenda, an organi-
zation’s budget or individual measures. It can
be used to analyze any topic and must be per-
formed in a number of steps:

1. Clarification of the gender approach and
definition of the gender policy objectives.

2. Collection of gender sensitive evidence.

3. Definition of the gender sensitive problems.

4. Preliminary conclusions.

7. What Is Gender Analysis?
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jobs, more material power and more influence
in society. If measures aim at these structural
conditions for the hierarchy of gender relations,
i.e. at the interface of the gender norms for men
and women, they inevitably have political conse-
quences. These consequences consist not only
of the recommendation to women that they as-
sert themselves and work to overcome existing
gender hurdles on their own. They also don’t
consist merely of the recommendation to men
that they relinquish the privileges that are based
on their sex. Gender analysis focuses on the con-
ditions that lead to the perpetuation of hierar-
chical gender relations. The objective is to change
these conditions. Attempts at change can suc-
ceed only if they are part of a gender policy ap-
proach that considers the whole range of op-
portunities that are open to individuals who are
categorized as either male or female. The clari-
fication of the gender concept is therefore of
central importance for any gender analysis. Gen-
der concepts that define sex as biologically de-
termined characteristics legitimate the differ-
ences between the sexes and accept them as
immutable. An approach that is not based on
gender as a one-dimensional concept but instead
recognizes the differences between sex, sexuali-
ty and gender, rejects the social attribution of
biological differences to individuals, attempts to
comprehend the social construction of gender
and views the gender hierarchy critically, must
confront the political issues that are based on
differences between the genders.

The  gender  approach  provides  a  critical
perspective of the gender-specific attribution of
characteristics to men and women and can
therefore not be abused to hide discrimination.
At the same time, gender analysis neither views
the discrimination of women from the individual
perspective nor assumes that all women reject
the differences between and the hierarchy of
the sexes. It also doesn’t assume that all men are
responsible for the oppression of women. Rather,
it assumes that each individual can identify with
or distance itself from the gender hierarchy.

Gender analysis exposes gender hierarchies.
Even when individuals can not perceive the gen-
der hierarchy in which they live, this doesn’t
mean that the hierarchy doesn’t exist. The fact
that men and women view the gender distri-
bution of labor as natural is viewed under the
gender perspective as an indicator for the effect
of the social and cultural environment on indi-
vidual awareness. Men in particular are often
unaware of the effects of gender on their lives.
To many men, women are merely persons who
enter their lives only because of their “sex”.

Gender analysis requires empirical data that
is structured according to “sex”, i.e. according
to the biological and anatomical characteristics
of the respondents. However, differentiation
according to the biological sex is not enough. In
order to provide answers to questions on the
effects of gender-related mechanisms, additio-
nal attributes that reflect gender roles must be
included in any database.

Data must be differentiated according to:

■ parental status, i.e. according to the family
situation, age and number of children;

■ age, i.e. according to young, mature and
elderly women and men;

■ labor force participation, i.e. according to
whether men and women are employed on
a full time basis;

■ the personal disposal over material and fi-
nancial means, i.e. according to whether a
man or woman is less or better off in a ma-
terial sense;

■ the surrounding infrastructure, i.e. accord-
ing to whether a man or woman lives in a
rural or in an urban area;

■ ethnic background, i.e. according to whether
a man or woman is an immigrant.

Such detailed surveys are based on the per-
ception that individual living conditions are
determined by sociocultural factors that are
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related to gender status. Gender does not de-
termine homogeneous sexual groups, and state-
ments about “males” or “females” are too broad;
they merely blur the differences and hierarchical
relations between specific groups.

Additional analysis is needed to reveal the
functioning of processes that shape and per-
petuate gender differences and gender hierar-
chies, including the historical and cultural de-
velopment of gender relations. The days in
which gender was used in Europe as a tool of
oppression and for establishing social order (e.g.
the right to vote or to enrol at a university) be-
long to the past. Direct discrimination on the
basis of gender has been gradually removed
from the legal system. However, in the social
reality of daily life, gender has remained a
powerful organizational factor, and even without
a legal basis the gender hierarchy continues to
be effective. Social norms must therefore be
subject to continued scrutiny with respect to
indirect discrimination and privileges.

Example

The reform of the Industrial Constitution Act
was intended to correct the under-representa-
tion of women in works councils. The law
doesn’t specify a quota for women but for the
underrepresented sex. At first glance, this
regulation appears to meet the requirements
of gender equity, since it also helps men when
the male sex is underrepresented. However,
this formal and abstract gender equity is
inappropriate in the given historical and
social  situation.  Demands  for  a  quota  for
women arose from the fact that past efforts
and goodwill proclamations were not enough
to open the doors that were closed to women.
Although it is “natural” for men to assume
such positions by virtue of their gender, wom-
en, by virtue of their gender, are not consider-
ed appropriate for such positions. Women are
excluded from such positions solely on the
basis of their sex. Women are not elected, be-
cause females are assumed to be incapable

of asserting the interests of a group (many
question whether women can even perform
such a social function). Men, on the other
hand, are not excluded from such positions,
because it’s assumed that they can represent
the interests of an electorate (It is assumed
that a man can “Take care of things.”). Men
therefore don’t have to be protected from not
being elected on account of their gender, but
women do. In the gender context, a quota for
women is necessary to attain equality ob-
jectives. A quota for men promotes not equali-
ty but male privileges.

Equality can be an objective of gender policy,
but gender policy must not serve abstract goals.
In many cases, unequal treatment may be neces-
sary in order to remove existing inequalities.
Putting gender relations in their historical and
social context is the only way to determine what
can be done in each case.

Gender analysis is a tool for exposing the
effects of the polar, binary gender model and
showing how a gender hierarchy is created,
secured and maintained. It is a critical analysis
of the gender hierarchy in a social structure. It
does not focus on women as the discriminated
group, but assesses the positions of both genders
and analyzes the effects of norms, rules, struc-
tures and processes on gender.

Example

The analysis of a municipal budget leads to
the conclusion that the majority of educa-
tional counseling services are provided to
young  males  whose  mothers  seek  help.
Approximately 70 per cent of the clientele is
male. In view of this fact, it must be asked
whether girls are being treated in a discrimi-
natory fashion or whether boys have special
problems. It’s obvious that the simple rule of
ensuring that half of all resources benefit
females is inappropriate. From the gender
perspective, the starting point for an analysis
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must be based on the fact that the counseling
services are provided mostly to young males
who are brought to the counselors by their
mothers. There are a number of gender issues
revealed by this simple analysis:

■ It must be asked whether the inexplicable
behavior of young females is such that mothers
do not seek counseling services for them. The
fact that fewer girls are brought to counselors
does not mean that their behavior is less extra-
ordinary. It only shows that girls’ behavior
appears less extraordinary. This may be due
to the fact that they have other symptoms, are
better adjusted, or that they behave “like girls
are supposed to behave” and thus appear nor-
mal. Further analysis of the gender aspects of
this situation is needed to determine whether
the municipality has services that deal with
the special problems of young females. Con-
cepts that were developed for the provision of
social services to young females must then be
integrated with educational counseling. This
may require additional funding for the muni-
cipality’s educational counseling services.

■ The absence of fathers in the counseling
reflects their apparent lack of concern for their
children, which is based on the division of labor
by gender. The absence of fatherly concern is
an important socialization factor for girls as
well as for boys that is little understood. A city
administration is certainly not capable of
making up for the absence of fathers in the
upbringing of their children. Nonetheless,
consideration must be given to the efforts (e.g.
of counseling centers) that have been made to
get fathers involved in the counseling and
therapy processes. Such efforts should be sup-
ported and expanded.

This example shows that the simple motto
of equality between the genders is not so straight-
forward in actual practice. As a result, the pro-
vision of equal funding is usually not enough to
deal with the problems at hand. Gender main-
streaming requires the analysis of actual living
conditions from the gender perspective and the
identification of the problems specific to each
sex. In many cases, this process will merely
reveal the hidden aspects of the other sex: in
the above example it would mean looking at the
problems of girls and at the same time at the
situation of fathers. It also makes it obvious that
gender objectives are necessary. Gender main-
streaming processes reveal that the traditional
hierarchical division of labor – in which mothers
are primarily responsible for the upbringing of
children while fathers delegate all responsibility
for these tasks – is not acceptable. The finding
that mothers usually bring their children to
counseling services is seen as a problem. Wild
and aggressive behavior is not seen as natural
for boys and the more frequent use of counseling
services by boys is not seen as the result of minor
infractions against the normal male role.

Gender analysis must resort to a range of
methods (see Döge 2001a). There is no universal
method that fits all cases. The above examples
show that an appropriate and well-founded pro-
fessional approach is needed to interpret the
results of gender analysis. Gender budgeting, a
method for determining the effects of govern-
ment budgets on gender relations (see Schrat-
zenstaller 2002), has far-reaching objectives but
must be developed in more detail.
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The relationship between affirmative action and
gender mainstreaming must be clearly defined
in all organizations in order to avoid conflicts,
resignation and overly optimistic expectations.

8.1 Employees responsible for
affirmative action are not superfluous

If gender mainstreaming is seen as an accomp-
lishment of the women’s movement and the gen-
der issue permeates social institutions that were
hitherto seen as gender neutral, its broader ap-
plication should not result in the elimination of
positions that have a gender approach or are in-
volved in gender activities. Gender mainstreaming
is supposed to result in the intensification of
gender policies in an organization, not in their
attenuation.

Gender mainstreaming requires that men
assume responsibility for its implementation,

which may be new for many organizations. Since
neither men in management positions nor those
with skilled jobs have felt responsible for gender
relations, gender mainstreaming is something
new to them. This doesn’t apply to women who
have years of experience in this area. Affirma-
tive action offices, women’s affairs offices and
women’s centers are often the only units in orga-
nizations that have knowledge of gender rela-
tions. This knowledge and the related approaches
are indispensable for gender mainstreaming.

Gender mainstreaming is the application of
the gender perspective in the professional ac-
tivities of all actors within an organization. This
doesn’t mean that all men and women in an
organization must become experts in women’s
policy, but that professional activities must be
viewed from the gender perspective. Problem
areas, research results and indicators for the
particular sensibilities and strengths of women

8. Is Affirmative Action for Women Obsolete?
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have already been delineated through feminist
activities (NGOs, Women’s Studies, institutional
women’s policy). It is then the task of skilled
workers to take up these impulses and integrate
gender mainstreaming in their activities. Those
who were hitherto responsible for women’s po-
licy must continue to develop new impulses,
more detailed analyses, new research topics and
to present their research results.

Gender mainstreaming means testing and
analyzing gender issues. This increases the
transparency of gender policy objectives. Gender
mainstreaming does not guarantee that a femi-
nist agenda will triumph but does ensure that
the implications for gender relations will be
made evident. The widespread patriarchal no-
tion that men “stoop” to deal with women’s is-
sues is transformed into the question of the gen-
der implications of each measure. Gender main-
streaming is not a vehicle for the automatic
assertion of feminist issues but the first step
towards more transparency in the actions of or-
ganizations. The development of concrete objec-
tives for women’s policies, corrections and pro-
posals remains the domain of those directly
responsible for women’s policy, even though
these are developed in a dialogue with other
experts. However, the legal norms of equality
and equal opportunity are on their side.

8.2 Offices for women’s affairs and
affirmative action are not responsible
for the implementation of gender
mainstreaming

Since women struggled against past discrimina-
tion based on gender, many men assume that
women alone are responsible for gender rela-
tions.

Offices for women’s affairs, affirmative action
bureaus, municipal women’s centers and other
institutions that are concerned with gender is-
sues often have to explain how they wish to be-
come involved in the gender mainstreaming
process. The question itself reveals a misconcep-
tion of gender mainstreaming. Responsibility for

gender relations is seen solely as the respons-
ibility of one gender.

Gender mainstreaming should be introduced
as a top down process. It is the task of manage-
ment, whose responsibilities include ensuring the
gender competence of employees, integrating the
gender perspective in their area of expertise and
providing guidance to employees.

How gender policy actors are integrated in
the gender mainstreaming processes of an orga-
nization is an open question. Whether they take
the initiative and/or act as monitor, whether they
assume control functions and how their activi-
ties must be transformed or integrated with
other positions within an organization; all these
issues can only be answered in the context of
the given organization and its gender culture.
Those already responsible for affirmative action,
however, should by no means be seen as solely
responsible for the gender mainstreaming pro-
cess. The speed and extent to which those
responsible for affirmative action within an or-
ganization win over partners in other depart-
ments with whom they can co-operate depend
largely on the acceptance and power position
of these actors within an organization.

8.3 Affirmative action for women is part
of the gender mainstreaming process in
human resource development

The discrimination of women due to their gen-
der role in the labor market has been thoroughly
analyzed and – at least in the public sector –
corrected through laws on affirmative action and
equal opportunity policies for women. The estab-
lishment of offices for women’s affairs and af-
firmative action in government organizations
should help control the implementation of legal
requirements.

Affirmative action measures are based on the
discrimination of individual women within an
organization and attempt to abolish gender-spe-
cific hurdles to equal participation at all levels
and in all areas of an organization.
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Objectives, measures and control instruments
are anchored in affirmative action plans that
are intended to shape human resources policy
on a day-to-day basis. In general, a gender-spe-
cific inventory must be taken of all positions,
salaries, gender-specific participation rates in
positions with better pay and in continuing
education. Evaluation systems, hiring practices
and quality development methods must be ana-
lyzed with respect to their potential for discrimi-
nation. Affirmative action in administrative areas
is based on gender objectives (equality), compiles
a gender-specific inventory (statistics and ana-
lysis of procedures) and evaluates the results in
the light of gender policy objectives. The results
of such an analysis are used for planning pur-
poses, especially in the area of human resources
policy. Responsibility for the implementation of
an affirmative action plan for women resides
neither with the person responsible for affirma-
tive action nor with the women’s affairs delegate
but with the human resources department and
the management of an organization. Once this
is ensured, the process is fully in accordance
with the principles of gender mainstreaming.
On the conceptual level, human resources policy
in the public sector is already “genderized”.

8.4 Gender mainstreaming

The term “affirmative action for women” can be
problematic if it leads to the assumption that
women require special consideration due to in-
dividual shortcomings. The grounds for the
discrimination of women on the basis of their
gender are not to be found at individual level
but in the gender relations in which they live.
In Germany’s amended law on affirmative ac-
tion, for example, the women’s affairs officer at
federal level is now called the Equality Officer.

Gender mainstreaming widens the perspec-
tive from women as a group to the discrimi-
natory structures and mechanisms in society as
well as to the awareness of men. It therefore
requires considerable rethinking in the area of
human resources policy.

Example

The gender objective of an organization is to
ensure that the representation of women in
management positions is equal to that of men.
Affirmative action for women typically con-
sists of the definition of quotas that guide
personnel decisions, the rewriting of job des-
criptions  and  the  introduction  of  control
measures.
As experience has shown, such measures can
achieve  equality  objectives  at  a  very  slow
pace. An affirmative action plan for women
that focuses on females alone is not enough.
Gender mainstreaming always requires a
gender analysis (see point 7) and thus focuses
on the mechanisms that have resulted in the
low participation rates of women in manage-
ment positions. Affirmative action for women
is thus supplemented by more far-reaching
measures:
■ the selection of job candidates is analyzed
for practices that discriminate according to
gender, e.g. whether they are judged on the
basis of a vitae that is typical for males;
■ the participation of men in maintaining gen-
der relations in management positions is
scrutinized. Seminars are held for managers
to make them more aware of gender issues.
Measures are developed that aim at changing
the male role, e.g. flexible working time is
introduced for all employees who have family
responsibilities, there are incentives for in-
dividual training and employment in atypical
professions;
■ the extent to which requirements placed
on managers and their job descriptions are
structured around the typical male biography
and thus closed to anyone who can not rely
on the whole spectrum of private childcare
and unpaid work in the household. There are
more opportunities for part-time work and
the “meeting culture” is changed.
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The following measures benefit men, but also
have indirect benefits for women:
■ When fathers have flexible working hours
and can therefore perform unpaid labor in
the home, women must perform less unpaid
labor;
■ When seminars teach managers more
about the situation of mothers and about the
less apparent forms of discrimination, women
can expect more understanding from their
supervisors;
■ When there are incentives for young men
to work in atypical professions, e.g. in chil-
dren’s day care centers, male and female chil-
dren are given new role models.

The problem is not one of overcoming the
gender of any given individual but of recognizing
the gender effects of social structures and
abolishing their “masculinization”. This means
that the typical male life-style should not be the
sole normative basis for defining the terms of
active employment.

Thus, gender mainstreaming is the instru-
ment for the creation of general conditions and
structures that are appropriate for gender equal-
ity objectives. Gender mainstreaming is a means
for avoiding future discrimination based on sex,
gender-related hazards to health and gender-
related austerity measures. It is therefore crucial

that the gender perspective be developed every-
where and integrated in all problem-solving ap-
proaches and analyses. It is not a matter of
taking  special  measures  to  promote  women
as a group. Rather, the more comprehensive
problem-solving approaches must focus on
organizational culture, the networking of differ-
ent  departments  and  the  transformation  of
procedures.

The implementation of gender mainstream-
ing is thus aimed at a lasting transformation of
social structures.

Gender mainstreaming is therefore much
more than the promotion of equal opportunity
at individual level. Instead:

1 It broadens the promotion of women to the
transformation of structures and the abol-
ishment of discrimination against women;

2 It is aimed not only at women but at men,
and in particular at men who are directly
involved in the discrimination of women
(e.g. by virtue of their lack of participation
in unpaid housework or childcare) as well
as at men who are excluded or have limited
opportunities due to the male stereotype.
Here again, the issue is not one of promot-
ing individual men but of changing struc-
tures so that they allow for life-styles be-
yond the usual stereotypes.



31GENDER POWERS POLICY

GENDER MAINSTREAMINGFRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG

If gender mainstreaming is understood as an
instrument for furthering gender objectives, it
is evident that the objectives can not be contain-
ed in the instrument. The international women’s
movement also proposed a political agenda spec-
ifying the direction for changes in the represen-
tation of the sexes. Gender mainstreaming was
a strategy for the implementation of the agenda
by national governments. If women’s politics is
based primarily on the development and imple-
mentation of objectives, then it’s still necessary
to define objectives even though an organization
has implemented gender mainstreaming. The
fact that EU documents on labor market policy
and the structural funds contain the gender
policy objective of an equal distribution of paid
and unpaid work is the result of a gender policy
discussion in which the interests of those groups
were asserted that demanded the recognition
of all types of work. The objective would not
have been set if it were not for these groups.

Women’s politics define objectives, asserts
itself and supports women.

The implementation of gender mainstream-
ing can not be used as a substitute for any of
these objectives. Since sex is not related to per-
sonal political convictions (see point 7), and
opinions about gender policy first arise following
the confrontation with gender relations, the
process will inevitably be controversial. In order
for these controversies to be settled, however,
women’s policies are needed. Who, if not wom-
en, have continually referred to the violence
against women, sexual exploitation, poverty and

the worldwide lack of participation of females
in educational systems. Who, if not women re-
searchers, have taken a critical approach to the
male dominated sciences and developed alter-
natives. Who, if not politically active women, have
criticized institutions, policies and laws, because
they were based solely on a male life style.

Women’s politics is made within institutions
and beyond their boundaries. In organizations,
the only people who have concerned themselves
with gender issues are usually those who are in-
volved in women’s policy. Their knowledge and
skills can be used in the gender mainstreaming
process and for monitoring its implementation.
Affirmative action measures that go beyond or-
ganizational walls such as the activities of femi-
nist groups, women’s projects or NGOs provide
an important starting point for the organiza-
tions: The experience in the former West Ger-
many shows how a strong women’s movement
can confront organizations from the outside and
at the same time bring about internal changes.
If  the  fact  that  national  governments  have
pledged themselves to the principle of gender
mainstreaming is seen as an accomplishment
of the international women’s movement, then
gender mainstreaming is the means for im-
plementing the movement’s objectives. The
notion that the women’s movement becomes
obsolete once gender mainstreaming has been
introduced and that women’s politics is fulfilled
in gender mainstreaming processes is based on
a misconception of its historical and political de-
velopment.

9. Is A Self-Contained Women’s Policy Still Necessary?
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The feminist movement has a critical view of
the gender mainstreaming concept (Schunter-
Kleemann 2000; Nohr, Veth 2002). Some see it
as a means for suppressing feminist policies.
Others don’t trust organizations and believe that
they have neither the competence nor the
willingness to deal with gender issues on a daily
basis. Others warn that gender mainstreaming
is not the “great hope” that will break male dom-
ination  and  the  masculine  perspective.  If
feminists are replaced by “femocrats” who are
employed by organizations as affirmative action
officers, then the women’s movement has dug
its own grave (Woodward 2001). The interna-
tional discussion of gender mainstreaming has
also dealt with the issue of whether bureauc-
racies and organizations are capable of chang-
ing gender relations to benefit women. Scep-
ticism is based on the fact the organizations’
structures reflect the gender hierarchy and are
dominated by a male organizational culture (von
Braunmühl 2000).

These critical views are supported in part
by empirical analysis. Studies in the area of de-
velopment policy point out that “the color violet
fades” when gender mainstreaming is made
mandatory for organizations (Callenius 2002 p.
63). The summaries of EU reports assessing the
status of gender equality and gender mainstream-
ing have repeatedly revealed the same expe-
rience: there is a lack of awareness, knowledge
and funding for the effective implementation of
gender mainstreaming. While these reports
point to deficiencies in the implementation of a
strategy that is correct in principle, there are
also examples for the corruption of the principle.
The latter reveal that gender mainstreaming can
be turned on its head: instead of empowering
women and changing the positions of men it
has resulted in:

10. Can Gender Mainstreaming Hinder Women’s Politics?

1 The avoidance of any gender policy

Examples

A city administration doesn’t discuss a social
plan for girls until the social plan for boys is
completed. Since no one is capable of drawing
up the latter, the plan for girls and the gender
mainstreaming strategy are struck from the
agenda.

Check lists are distributed that evaluate
the gender effects of a measure with “yes” or
“no” questions. Instead of a gender analysis,
a simple survey is conducted. No measures
are taken whenever “no” is checked.

Gender  analysis  exhausts  itself  in  the
counting of the “sexes”: gender mainstream-
ing is reduced to the collection of gender-
specific data. The data is not analysed and
no conclusions are drawn.

2 The weakening of (independent) feminist
activities

Examples

The position of affirmative action officers are
deemed obsolete and abolished with the
introduction of gender mainstreaming.

The affirmative action office is used for
analyzing gender mainstreaming processes
and overloaded with requests and demands.

Women’s projects are “assessed” and de-
nied support on the basis of gender main-
streaming arguments (e.g. with the argument
that “the rest of management is responsible
for gender issues”).
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3 Funding is reduced in half for activities
intended for women

Example

Funding achieved through the political strug-
gles of the women’s movement are cut in half:
the remaining half is earmarked for projects
for men and boys.

The broader the diffusion of gender main-
streaming in organizations, the greater is the
variety of experiences, both positive and nega-
tive.

The question whether gender mainstreaming
is a means of transformation or affirmation, i.e.
whether it is intended to overcome existing gen-

der relations or to strengthen them, is too gen-
eral and abstract. The important issues are the
successes and failures and the supportive and
discriminatory features of organizations.

Gender mainstreaming would have never
been developed without a strong women’s move-
ment. The success of the principle hinges on
the capacity of men and women to view gender
relations critically and to bring about their change.
Gender mainstreaming is not a magic potion for
establishing gender equality. It is an extremely
demanding concept with a steep learning curve
for individuals and especially for organizations.
The political essence of the learning process
requires democratic discourse. The fact that an
organization initiates such a dialogue should be
judged as an accomplishment in itself.
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