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Summary 
This is AGE Platform Europe’s response to the Commission Consultation on ‘gender equality in the EU’ 

conducted between 8 March and 31 May 2019. AGE has replied to the multiple-choice questions the 

Commission put forward for the consultation on gender equality. However, given there was no follow-up 

strategy to the European Gender Equality Strategy 2010-2015 beyond the Commission‘s ‘strategic 

engagement for gender equality 2016-2019’, AGE would like to take the opportunity to expand on 

certain points. 

Governance: the need for a European Gender Equality Strategy 
From a point of view of governance, it is a missed opportunity to leave the strategy without an 

implementation tool.  While it is certainly more difficult to bring the Council and Parliament in line with 

the European Commission to create traction for a strategy, a common programme of all co-legislators to 

achieve gender equality would have brought about more durable change. The institutions have achieved 

certain advancements, such as the adoption of the directive on work-life balance for parents and carers, 

or the Council conclusions on closing the gender gap in pensions or various Parliament resolutions on the 

questions (notably on gender and taxation; the gender pension gap; poverty from a gender perspective; 

work-life balance and many others). However, without coordination and a common roadmap, many 

initiatives stayed at the stage of stand-alone proposals without follow-up. Therefore, AGE is convinced it 

is necessary to come up with a new European Gender Equality Strategy, committing all institutions on a 

common roadmap to translate into action the inclusion of the gender equality in the European Pillar of 

Social Rights, and towards achieving the SDG 5 on gender equality. The post-electoral context is a crucial 

period for forging this common roadmap. 

Most urgent priorities regarding older women: economic 

independence, health and violence against older women 
Regarding the gender dimension in ageing, the greatest challenge is undoubtedly to ensure economic 

equality and independence of older women, as old-age poverty is increasing and the rates of poverty and 

social exclusion of women over 75 show the highest gap towards men than in any other age group1, the 

gender gap in pensions is still at 37%. The reasons for this are multiple: gender discrimination and 

segregation in the labour market, the gender care gap and problems for reconciling work and family life 

that play against many women, or different pension ages for women and men leading to lower 

entitlements for women. However, this should not prevent policy makers from understanding and 

addressing the other challenges older women face, notably the persisting health inequalities as well as 

violence against older women. 

                                                           
1 Women 75+ 22,9%, Men 75+ 15,7%, making a gender poverty gap of 7.2 pp relative to only 1.7 pp for the total 
population in 2017 (Eurostat) 
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While women are benefitting from a longer life expectancy than men, the difference in healthy life 

expectancy is relatively small. At age 65, older women can expect to live without a major disability or 

disease for further 9.4 years, 0.2 years less than men, while their remaining life expectancy is 21.4 years 

(vs. 18.1 for men; 2017). Consequently, women spend a larger proportion of their lives in ill-health. Put 

into perspective with the reduced amount of available income for older women, it becomes evident that 

inequalities in access to health and long-term care are heavily reducing women’s quality of life at the end 

of their life-cycles.  

Regarding violence, AGE would like to point out the lack of data collected on elder abuse generally and 

gender-based violence in old age specifically. Gender-based violence is assessed by the European 

Institute for Gender Equality mainly through the 2012 Survey on Violence against Women. This survey 

had an upper age limit of 74 years, excluding the rapidly growing part of oldest old among the women 

interviewed. In the absence of EU-wide data, the only assessment of elder abuse is a 2011 study2 in five 

EU country, revealing that 28% of surveyed older women had suffered some kind of violence and abuse 

in the previous 12 months. Given the higher number of older women living alone relative to the number 

of older men living alone, violence and neglect in care settings are more likely to harm older women. 

Which group to pay attention to in the efforts to reach gender equality 
Within the subgroup of older women, the following groups should deserve further attention by policy: 

• The oldest women: Data about persons in the EU above 75 years is scattered and not conducive 

to adequately reflect the challenges of this very quickly growing group of the population. Given 

differences in life expectancy, this group is composed of a larger share of women than other age 

groups. Not collecting data on the living conditions of the very old constitutes is turning a blind 

eye on older women’s challenges 

• Older women living alone: with differences in life expectancy, a larger proportion of older 

women is living alone compared to older men. Given high gender pension gap and pressures to 

reduce or phase out survivor’s benefits, these women are often faced with high household costs 

to bear on their own, with a reduced income. The increasing costs of long-term care to be 

covered individually erode oldest women’s income living alone even further. Issues such as social 

isolation and loneliness and health problems can further aggravate their situation. The EU could 

shed further light on their living conditions and take conclusions into account when 

recommending reforms in the pensions, health and long-term care sector 

• Older women with health problems: Differences in health outcomes have already been 

mentioned and mean that older women are more exposed to challenges linked to accessibility 

                                                           
2 Luoma, M.-L., et al., Prevalence Study of Abuse and Violence against Older Women. Results of a Multi-cultural 
Survey Conducted in Austria, Belgium, Finland, Lithuania and Portugal. Finland: National Institute for Health and 
Welfare (THL). April 2011. 

https://repositorium.sdum.uminho.pt/bitstream/1822/16541/1/avow%20study%20-%20final%20report.pdf
https://repositorium.sdum.uminho.pt/bitstream/1822/16541/1/avow%20study%20-%20final%20report.pdf
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and quality of health and long-term care systems. The implementation of the related principles 

in the European Pillar of Social Rights and the Sustainable Development Goals could reduce this 

vulnerability. Some more direct forms of discrimination still persist, such as age limits in breast 

cancer screening or the reduced reimbursements of medication that have a more detrimental 

effect on women than on men.  

• Informal carers: Where health and long-term care systems are not accessible and of good 

quality, it is often the family and among them many older women who care for dependent family 

members. AGE has often pointed out the need to better support informal carers, and the EU 

directive on work-life balance is a first step to address this. However, further action is necessary 

to support informal carers who cannot benefit from work-life balance measures and have to 

drop out of the labour market. Therefore, AGE calls for a proposal for a Council recommendation 

on social protection and services for informal carers. This would include coverage of informal 

carers by pension credits, health insurance, active labour market and income support, as well as 

services such as day-care or respite care services, peer counselling and training. Ample evidence 

exists on the heavy burden faced by informal carers, such as a higher risk of poverty and social 

exclusion, social isolation or mental and physical health issues. 

Which priority actions should the EU pursue in the next five years? 
Regarding older women, AGE recommends the following: 

• Apply a comprehensive and integrated approach to gender equality in the life-cycle perspective 

encompassing health promotion, access to healthcare and labour market integration, which will 

translate the respective principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights to impact positively on 

gender equality 

• Mainstream attention to gender equality via gender impact assessments in the European 

Semester, especially in the domains of health, long-term care, pensions, the fight against poverty 

and access to quality child and long-term care services 

• Step up EU action in favour of universal, affordable and person-centred long-term care services 

• Propose a Council recommendation on social protection and services for informal carers 

• Take into account the situation of older women in all actions to tackle violence against women, 

not putting an age barrier on the awareness for violence against women; invest into research on 

the prevalence, forms and causes of violence against older women 

• Continue advances in the domain of gender equality of the past, by monitoring the 

implementation and effects of the new directive on work-life balance, establish sound protection 

against intersectional discrimination in the proposed horizontal non-discrimination directive, 
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monitor the implementation and outcomes of the gender non-discrimination directives in 

employment and in the access to goods and services, encourage further efforts to reach gender 

equality in top economic, political, judicial and socially relevant positions, promote the 

development of quality early child care and education as well as long-term care services via the 

European Semester and European funds 

• Review norms around occupational health and safety to check in how far they should be adapted 

to include a gender perspective, especially looking at the needs of older women in the workplace 

How to tackle gender differences in the domain of employment, 

remuneration or pensions? 
• Table and adopt a framework directive on adequate minimum income across the whole life span, 

including minimum pension and considering not only the relative at-risk of poverty line, but also 

age specific reference budgets based on a basket of goods and services; 

For further recommendations, AGE refers to its recent submission to the European Commission 

consultation on the principle of equal pay: https://www.age-

platform.eu/sites/default/files/AGE_contribution_EqualPay_consultation_Apr2019.pdf  

 

Further information 
Please consider the following documents by AGE Platform Europe on different aspects of the present 

consultation: 

• AGE Position on the European Semester 2018 

• AGE work on gender equality in old age 

• AGE assessment of the 2018 Pension Adequacy Report 

• AGE reaction to the Recommendation on Access to Social Protection 

• AGE reaction to the proposal of the Directive on Work-Life Balance for Parents and Carers 

• Testimonies from AGE’s #AgeingEqual campaign week on ageism and gender, including 

o ‘I didn’t realize that my age would be a factor holding me back’ about starting a career as 

a female researcher at age 50 

o Old-age poverty has a female face: Being an Elderly Migrant Women in Sweden 

o 'It was a strange process’: Vicki’s experience as an informal carer 

o The age and gender dimension of informal caregiving 

https://www.age-platform.eu/sites/default/files/AGE_contribution_EqualPay_consultation_Apr2019.pdf
https://www.age-platform.eu/sites/default/files/AGE_contribution_EqualPay_consultation_Apr2019.pdf
https://www.age-platform.eu/sites/default/files/AGE_Position_on_EUSemester2018.pdf
https://www.age-platform.eu/policy-work/gender-equality-old-age
https://www.age-platform.eu/policy-work/news/pension-adequacy-2018%C2%A0many-challenges-still-come
https://www.age-platform.eu/policy-work/news/access-social-protection-not-only-challenge-people-new-forms-employment
https://www.age-platform.eu/policy-work/news/access-social-protection-not-only-challenge-people-new-forms-employment
https://www.age-platform.eu/sites/default/files/AGE_position_WLB_package_Nov2017.pdf
https://ageing-equal.org/ageism-and-gender/
https://ageing-equal.org/zelda-testimony/
https://ageing-equal.org/old-age-poverty-has-female-face/
https://ageing-equal.org/vicki-testimony-of-informal-carer/
https://ageing-equal.org/age-and-gender-dimension-of-informal-caregiving/

