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Foreword

A
chieving gender equality is central to the 

protection of human rights, the function-

ing of democracy, respect for the rule of 

law and economic growth and  sustainability. The 

Council of Europe’s pioneering work in the felds 

of human rights and gender equality has resulted 

in a solid legal and policy framework which has 

contributed to advancing women’s rights and to 

bringing member states closer to de facto gender 

equality. Some of the milestone achievements in 

this respect include the drafting of two legal trea-

ties: the Council of Europe Convention on Action 

against Trafcking in Human Beings and the Council of Europe Convention on 

Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence 

(Istanbul Convention).

The Council of Europe seeks to combat gender stereotypes, sexism and vio-

lence against women in its many forms. It aspires to change mentalities and 

attitudes, promote balanced participation of women and men in political and 

public life and encourage the integration of a gender perspective into all pro-

grammes and policies. A change in gender relations, women’s empowerment 

and abolishing negative traditional gender stereotypes are key to achieving 

gender equality. We share the belief that when women have equal chances 

with men to be socially and politically active, economies and societies thrive, 

and overall, women’s more balanced participation in decision-making con-

tributes to positive transformative processes for societies. 
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The Council of Europe Transversal Programme on Gender Equality aims to 

increase the impact and visibility of gender equality standards, supporting their 

implementation in member states through a variety of measures, including 

gender mainstreaming and action in a number of priority areas. The Council of 

Europe Gender Equality Strategy (2014-2017), a balanced, fexible and focused 

document, which builds upon the strengths, specifcities and the added value 

of the Council of Europe, will guide the activities of the Organisation and the 

Transversal Programme in the area of gender equality for the next four years. 

The overall goal of the Strategy is to achieve the advancement and empower-

ing of women and the efective realisation of gender equality in the Council 

of Europe member states through activities around fve strategic objectives: 

1. combating Gender Stereotypes and Sexism; 

2. preventing and combating Violence against Women; 

3. guaranteeing Equal Access of Women to Justice; 

4. achieving Balanced Participation of Women and 

Men in Political and Public Decision-Making; 

5. achieving Gender Mainstreaming in all policies and measures. 

The Strategy places strong emphasis on the implementation of existing 

standards. Adopted by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe, 

it is the most symbolic expression of engagement by our member states and 

demonstrates their commitment to advance the gender equality agenda as 

part of our eforts to uphold the principles of democracy and human rights.

Thorbjørn Jagland 

Secretary General of the Council of Europe
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Introduction 

G
ender equality means equal visibility, empowerment, responsibility and 

participation for both women and men in all spheres of public and pri-

vate life. It also means an equal access to and distribution of resources 

between women and men. Although the legal status of women in Europe 

has undoubtedly improved during recent decades, efective equality is far 

from being a reality. Even if progress is visible (educational attainment, labour 

market participation, political representation), gender gaps persist in many 

areas, maintaining men in their traditional roles and constraining women’s 

opportunities to afrm their fundamental rights and assert their agency. 

The most pronounced expression of the uneven balance of power between 

women and men is violence against women, which is both a human rights 

violation and a major obstacle to gender equality. 

A change in gender relations, women’s empowerment and abolishing nega-

tive traditional gender stereotypes are key to achieving gender equality 

and benefts entire societies, including men, and for the next generation. As 

extensive research has shown in a multitude of contexts, when women have 

equal chances with men to be socially and politically active, economies and 

societies thrive. Overall, women’s more balanced participation in decision-

making contributes to positive transformative processes for societies, such 

as changes in laws, policies, services, institutions, and social norms. 
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The essential contribution of women to communities, societies and economies, 

as well as the high costs of gender inequality need to be fully recognised, 

especially in the current context of economic crisis. Inequalities at all levels 

of society are on the rise. The crisis and the consequent austerity measures 

have hit women hard in many countries through job losses, pay cuts, reduc-

tions in public services and shrinking resources for vital support services to 

women who have sufered violence. 

Discrimination against women has a structural and horizontal character 

that pervades all cultures and communities, as well as all sectors, levels 

and areas, throughout life. 

Gender inequalities tend to 

add up during the course of 

life, so that certain disadvan-

tages experienced in earlier 

stages of life cause subse-

quent disadvantages in later 

stages by limiting options 

for choice. Women are often 

subjected to discrimination 

on several grounds such as 

those referred to in Article 

14 of the European Convention for Human Rights and Article 4.3 of the Council 

of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women 

and domestic violence (Istanbul Convention).

For all these reasons, it is important to address discrimination against women 

in a systematic and comprehensive way, in order to achieve full and substan-

tive gender equality. This calls for a dual-track approach to gender equality 

work which includes: 

 specifc policies and actions, including positive action  

when appropriate, in critical areas for the advancement  

of women and for gender equality; 

 the promotion, monitoring, co-ordination and evaluation of the 

process of gender mainstreaming in all policies and programmes. 

The most pronounced 
expression of the uneven 
balance of power 
between women and 
men is violence against 
women, which is both a 
human rights violation 
and a major obstacle 
to gender equality.
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Achieving gender equality is central to the protection of human rights, the 

functioning of democracy, respect for the rule of law and economic growth 

and competitiveness. 

The Council of Europe’s pioneering work in the felds of human rights and 

gender equality has resulted in a solid legal and policy framework which, if 

implemented, would considerably advance women’s rights and bring member 

States closer to de facto gender equality.

The Council of Europe Transversal Programme on Gender Equality launched 

in 2012 aims to increase the impact and visibility of gender equality standards, 

supporting their implementation in member States through a variety of mea-

sures, including gender mainstreaming and action in a number of priority areas. 

To achieve its aim, the Programme needs the continuous political and fnancial 

support which is essential to mobilise all Council of Europe decision-making 

and advisory and monitoring bodies, involving them in the development, 

implementation and evaluation of the gender equality agenda. The Council 

of Europe Gender Equality Commission is at the centre of this efort.

This Strategy builds upon the vast legal and policy acquis of the Council of 

Europe as regards gender equality as well as upon the results of the last Council 

of Europe Conference of Ministers responsible for equality between women 

and men held in 2010 and links them to both the current economic context 

and the political leverage within the Council of Europe. It outlines the goals 

and priorities of the Council of Europe Programme on Gender Equality for the 

years 2014-2017, identifes the working methods and the main partners as 

well as the measures required to increase the visibility of the results. A table 

indicating current, future and proposed activities will be attached to this 

Strategy to show the immediate link between the strategic objectives and 

the specifc measures and means used to achieve them.



Achieving gender equality 
is central to the protection 
of human rights, the 
functioning of democracy, 
respect for the rule of law 
and economic growth 
and competitiveness.



  Page 9

Chapter I

Goal and strategic 
objectives 

T
he overall goal of the Strategy is to achieve the advancement and empow-

ering of women and hence the efective realisation of gender equality 

in Council of Europe member States by supporting the implementation 

of existing standards.

This will be accomplished through the realisation of fve strategic objectives 

which will also integrate the issue of multiple discrimination while taking 

into account the specifc rights and needs of women and men throughout 

the life cycle.

Strategic objective 1:  
Combating gender stereotypes and sexism 

■ Gender stereotyping presents a serious obstacle to the achievement of 

real gender equality and feeds into gender discrimination. Gender stereotypes 

are preconceived ideas whereby males and females are arbitrarily assigned 

characteristics and roles determined and limited by their sex. Sex stereotyping 

can limit the development of the natural talents and abilities of boys and girls, 

women and men, their educational and professional experiences as well as 

life opportunities in general. Stereotypes about women both result from and 

are the cause of deeply engrained attitudes, values, norms and prejudices 
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against women. They are used to justify and maintain the historical relations 

of power of men over women as well as sexist attitudes which are holding 

back the advancement of women. Council of Europe action will focus on:

 Promoting Gender Equality Awareness, in particular through the 

development of training and communication initiatives targeting a 

broad range of professionals (including civil servants), with special 

attention to the prevention of all forms of violence against women;

 promoting and disseminating education syllabuses and 

teaching practices which are free from explicit and implicit 

gender stereotypes as well as the implementation of the 

other measures proposed in the Committee of Ministers’ 

Recommendation on gender mainstreaming in education; 

 combating sexism as a form of hate speech and integrating 

this dimension into Council of Europe action aiming at 

combating hate speech and discrimination while actively 

promoting respect for both women and men;

 identifying practical measures to:

� promote a positive and non-stereotyped image 

of women and men in the media, 

� abolish women’s image of inferiority and submission 

as well as stereotypes about men’s masculinity, 

� further balanced participation of women and men in 

decision-making positions in the media, in particular in 

management, programming and regulatory bodies;

 promoting the role of men in achieving gender equality. 

Promote a positive 
and non-stereotyped 
image of women and 
men in the media.
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Strategic objective 2: 
Preventing and combating violence against women

■ Violence against women remains widespread in all member States of 

the Council of Europe, with devastating consequences for women, societies 

and economies. Opened for signature in May 2011, the Council of Europe 

Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and 

Domestic Violence (the Istanbul Convention) is the most far-reaching inter-

national treaty to tackle this serious violation of human rights. Action in this 

area will seek to:  

 support member States to sign and ratify the Istanbul Convention 

through the provision of technical and legal expertise; 

 enhance the implementation of the Istanbul Convention by 

involving all relevant bodies and entities of the Council of Europe;

 collect and disseminate information on legal and other 

measures taken at national level to prevent and combat violence 

against women, providing visibility to good practices;

 promote the Istanbul Convention beyond the European 

Continent, making available expertise and sharing of good 

practice in the context of co-operation with non-member 

States and other regional and international organisations.

Strategic objective 3: 
Guaranteeing Equal Access of Women to Justice 

■ Persisting inequalities between women and men, gender bias and stereo-

types also result in unequal access of women and men to justice. A study into 

women’s access to the European Court of Human Rights drew attention to the 

low number of applications fled by women, pointing out that this possibly 

refected obstacles experienced by women at national level. Reasons advanced 

include lack of awareness, confdence and resources, gender bias and cultural, 

social and economic barriers. These barriers are particularly important in the 

case of women victims of violence or in situations of vulnerability, such as 

women victims of various forms of discrimination. 
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Council of Europe action in this area will seek to: 

 analyse national and international frameworks with a view to 
gathering data and identifying the obstacles women encounter in 
gaining access to the national courts and to international justice;

 identify, collect and disseminate any existing remedies and good 
practices aiming at facilitating access of women to justice, including 
out-of-court and quasi-legal stages of protection of women’s rights 
(inter alia through Ombudspersons and other human rights institutions);

 make recommendations to improve the situation.

Persisting inequalities 
between women and 
men, gender bias and 
stereotypes also result in 
unequal access of women 
and men to justice.

Strategic objective 4: 
Achieving balanced participation of women and men  
in political and public decision-making 

Pluralist democracy requires balanced participation of women and men in 

political and public decision-making. Council of Europe standards provide 

clear guidance on how to achieve this. 

Action will seek to:

 achieve balanced participation of women and men in political 
or public life in any decision-making body (the representation 
of either women or men should not fall below 40%);

 monitor progress on women’s participation in decision-making, 
ensure the visibility of data and good practices in member States. This 
will be done in particular through the collection and dissemination 
of information on the implementation of the Committee of 
Ministers’ Recommendation on balanced participation of women 
and men in political and public life, including decision-making; 
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 identify measures aiming to empower candidate and elected women, 
to facilitate and encourage their participation in elections at the 
national, regional and local levels. This would include measures which 
relate to electoral systems, parity thresholds, public funding of political 
parties and working conditions of elected representatives, while also 
encouraging women to participate in the electoral process by voting;

 achieve balanced participation in Council of Europe bodies, 
institutions and decision-making processes as well as in senior 
and middle management functions within the Secretariat.

Strategic objective 5: 
Achieving Gender Mainstreaming  
in all policies and measures 

■ Gender mainstreaming is the (re)organisation, improvement, develop-

ment and evaluation of policy processes, so that a gender equality perspec-

tive is incorporated in all policies at all levels and at all stages, by the actors 

normally involved in policy-making. 

In its Recommendation to member States on gender equality standards 

and mechanisms, the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers recalls the 

importance of adopting methodologies for the implementation of the gender 

mainstreaming strategy, including gender budgeting, gender-based analysis 

and gender impact assessment. Experience shows, however, that even the 

most committed member States are fnding it difcult to achieve gender 

mainstreaming. 

The Council of Europe will strive to achieve gender mainstreaming in:

 its various policy areas, in particular the areas of justice, law 

enforcement, local government, media, culture, education, 

minorities, migration, Roma people, children’s rights, 

bioethics, social cohesion, youth and sports, fght against 

corruption, trafcking in human beings and drug abuse;

 the development and implementation of co-

operation programmes, projects and activities;
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 the policy processes and functioning of the various bodies and 

institutions, in particular through the mobilisation and contribution of:

� the Committee of Ministers, the Parliamentary Assembly, 

the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the 

Council of Europe, the European Court of Human 

Rights and the Commissioner of Human Rights;

� the steering committees and other intergovernmental bodies;

� the monitoring mechanisms;

� Partial Agreements.

 the Council of Europe staf policies. 

The Council of Europe will also continue to actively promote gender main-

streaming by gathering information on and disseminating good practices in 

its member States. 

The Council of Europe will also 
continue to actively promote 
gender mainstreaming by gathering 
information on and disseminating 
good practices in its member States.
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Chapter II

Institutional setting, 
resources and 
working methods 

T
he transversal nature of the Gender Equality Programme presupposes 

that all Council of Europe decision-making, advisory and monitoring 

bodies should support and actively contribute to the achievement of the 

goal and the strategic objectives of the Gender Equality Strategy. They will be 

invited to take initiatives within their respective mandate’s remit and taking due 

account of their status and resources. To stimulate and facilitate this process, 

the following elements complete the Council of Europe institutional setting:

 The Gender Equality Commission: an intergovernmental group 

of experts open to all Council of Europe member States where 

participation of 16 elected representatives is covered from the 

Council of Europe budget. Under the aegis of the European 

Committee for Human Dignity, Equality and Social Cohesion 

(CDDECS), its mission is to steer the Gender Equality Transversal 

Programme, advise and involve its various components, as well as 

liaise with relevant intergovernmental bodies, providing expertise 

and a forum for exchange on good practices and issues of concern. 
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 The Committee of Ministers’ Thematic Co-ordinator on 

Gender Equality and Trafcking in Human Beings facilitates 

discussions in the Committee of Ministers on issues related, 

inter alia, to the Gender Equality Transversal Programme.

 The National Focal Points appointed at national level provide an 

important link between the Council of Europe and the actors and 

mechanisms that are responsible for gender equality at national 

level, that is, from government, parliament, local and regional 

authorities, civil society and the private sector. They are also 

expected to promote international standards at national level 

with a view to bridging the gap between legal and real equality 

in a given country. The Network of Focal Points is also a platform 

for thematic discussions and exchange of good practices.

 The Gender Equality Rapporteurs appointed within intergovernmental 

bodies and other Council of Europe structures shall identify ways to 

integrate the gender perspective in the functioning, programmes 

and activities of these structures. In co-operation with the Gender 

Equality Commission, they shall identify opportunities of developing 

measures or new activities to promote gender equality.

 The Gender Mainstreaming Team is a group of Council of Europe staf 

members serving in the various sectors and bodies of the Organisation. 

Its task is to share information and expertise, provide visibility to 

results, identify opportunities for joint action and make proposals to 

facilitate the implementation of the Gender Equality Programme.

In order to assess progress in the implementation of the strategy, the Gender 

Equality Commission will regularly take stock of results achieved and will 

prepare an annual report (to be brought to the attention of the Committee 

of Ministers through the relevant steering committee). 
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Chapter III

Partnerships 

A
ll the main international partners of the Council of Europe have adopted 

Gender Equality Strategies or Action Plans. This has created a sound basis 

for partnerships and, in some cases, an institutionalised co-operation, 

enabling the identifcation of opportunities for joint action, complementarity 

and synergy. 

The European Union, UN-Women and the OSCE have been involved in the 

development of this Strategy. They are therefore invited to contribute to its 

implementation as appropriate, in particular by holding regular consultations with 

the Council of Europe, participating in meetings and events and programming 

and implementing joint initiatives. The Council of Europe will seek to reinforce its 

co-operation with other UN agencies and bodies (in particular OHCHR, CEDAW, 

UNICEF and UNESCO) and other international organisations (such as the OECD, 

the World Bank, Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie). 

The Gender Equality Programme will also seek to involve, engage and use the 

experience and expertise of civil society organisations in the development, 

implementation and assessment of policies, programmes and activities. Other 

natural partners in the implementation of the Gender Equality Strategy include:

 Parliaments;

 National Governments;

 Local authorities and their associations;

 Gender Equality bodies;

 Human Rights institutions;

 Professional networks (in particular in the judiciary and in the 

journalism, education, health and social services felds);

 Trade unions and employers associations;

 The Media;

 The Private Sector.
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Chapter IV

Communication 

A communication plan will be developed with the aim of: 

 increasing the visibility of Council of Europe standards, 

studies, guidelines, events and their results;

 raising awareness on specifc issues with a view to 

changing attitudes, mentalities and behaviours;

 facilitating the exchange of information between the various 

components of the programme and with partners;

 giving visibility to good practices and data collected 

at national, regional and local level.

This communication plan will be accompanied by a training plan targeting 

the Gender Equality Rapporteurs, Council of Europe staf and other experts 

involved in the Organisation’s work.
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The Council of Europe is the continent’s 
leading human rights organisation. 
It comprises 47 member states, 28 of which 
are members of the European Union. 
All Council of Europe member states have signed up 
to the European Convention on Human Rights, 
a treaty designed to protect human rights, 
democracy and the rule of law.
The European Court of Human Rights 
oversees the implementation of the 
Convention in the member states.
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