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Concept Paper

Background

Equal, full and effective participation of women and men in all areas, particularly in economic activities, not only ensures fairer world for both women and men but also contributes to economic growth and prosperity. 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development states: “Realizing gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls will make a crucial contribution to progress[footnoteRef:1]”. The economic empowerment agenda is framed as an essential means to achieve the Goal 5 of the 2030 Agenda and is closely interlinked with other aspects of women’s empowerment. Today, as the international community considers the post-2015 framework of the 2030 Agenda, it is important that regions and countries engage in dialogue and exchange of expertise and best practices on how to achieve women empowerment in practice. OECD also confirms that “ Women’s economic empowerment cuts across the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), with targets on recognising and valuing unpaid care and domestic work, women’s equal rights to economic resources, full and productive employment and decent work, and equal pay for work of equal value[footnoteRef:2]”. [1:   Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. United Nations, A/RES/70/1. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf]  [2:  http://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/Tracking-the-money-for-womens-economic-empowerment.pdf
] 

The experience of many countries shows that economic empowerment of women contributes to economic growth not only directly – through maximizing the human resource potential and decreasing unemployment – but also through their positive effect on the next generation of workers, citizens and through a fairer distribution of the benefits of growth. Women with equal access to education and enabled to realize their potential and talents in the labour market can make a positive impact on their children passing on to them the model of the effective economic behaviour and nurturing them as motivated and competitive human resources for the economy of a country.
However, the family model of “male breadwinner and female carer” still prevails around the world and remains one of the major obstacles in achieving gender equality de facto in the keystones of our society: economics, politics, research and education and others. Despite the progress achieved in our societies primary responsibility for paid work is still attributed to men while women (also those participating in the labour market) perform the greatest part of the unpaid care work in households. It is because of unshared and unrecognized household work and inadequate care infrastructure that working women have less opportunities to devote themselves to their careers. This situation keeps women in a disadvantageous position compared to men and is responsible for gender gaps in various spheres of our life, including gender pay gap.
ASEM countries that comprise over 60 percent of the world’s population and nearly 60 percent of the world’s economic output as well as represent vast range of economic models can contribute to this global imperative through exchanging their best experiences of policies and practices. It is time for ASEM governments and the non-governmental agents to start the bi-regional gender dialogue in order to come up with concrete proposals for action.

Aim of the conference:

The conference would focus on successful policies and legal provisions that ASEM member countries may wish to share with others, on institutional mechanisms, including national, regional and local level that ensure equality and reduce gender gaps in political, economic, corporate and public life, on women leaders and achievers who empower other women, on  work/life reconciliation policies and initiatives, new technologies enabling gender equality, sharing of unpaid work at home, ways to address occupational segregation, advance education for women, including financial literacy and incentives to choose “non-traditional” spheres such as IT for women and  nursing, care and teaching for men.

Objectives and expected outcomes of the Conference:

1. To launch ASEM dialogue on women’s economic empowerment.
2. To exchange views on strategies, guidelines, implementation measures and key elements of family and work life reconciliation policies, reflect on their effectiveness, strengths and weaknesses as well as value added; to share good practices and lessons learned.
3. To raise awareness of the politicians, employers, researchers, experts, media and society on women’s situation in the labour market and the social economic importance of gender equality de facto 
4. To initiate, as follow up of the Conference, preparation of the initial set of recommendations, a sort of ASEM toolbox of legal and non-legal measures that member countries could choose from to create a more enabling national environment for women in the world of work.
5. To raise awareness of the ASEM member countries’ politicians, employers, researchers, experts, media and civil society on women’s situation in the labour market and the social economic importance of gender equality de facto.

Co-organizers:

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Lithuania
Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour
Mykolas Romeris University (Vilnius, Lithuania).

Co-sponsors:  Sweden, Japan, Romania, Vietnam, Croatia, the Philippines, Mongolia, China, India (open to other co-sponsors)

Targeted participants:
1. Decision makers (ministers, vice ministers, parliamentarians, ombudsmen, other officials, both of national and (sub)regional levels, experts and other members of the policy making and implementing institutions).
2. Non-governmental organisations, civil society.
3. Women leaders, entrepreneurs, and achievers.
4. International organizations.
5. Academic society.
6. Employers, trade unions.
7. Media.

Costs and responsibilities:

The host country will cover the costs of organizing the conference. The cosponsoring countries are invited to contribute to the concept and delegate/sponsor speakers. Participants from the ASEM partner countries are kindly requested to cover their travel and accommodation expenses.

Language:

The working language of the conference will be English.

Format and Thematic background of the conference:

The two-day conference would consist of the opening session and six thematic sessions:

1. Enabling policies, legislation and effective institutional mechanisms of enhancing women’s economic potential (UN level, national level).

Achieving gender equality in practice requires not only taking up international commitments and adopting national legislation to advance women’s economic participation but also ensuring an enabling environment for their implementation. Political will must be followed by policy reforms, improved legislative frameworks, institutional development at the national and local level, accompanied by awareness raising. Despite noticeable positive changes in various regions, more action is required to ensure that there are strong legal frameworks in place, and a still-existing significant gap between policy and practice is narrowed. In order to achieve full implementation, institutions should be strengthened as well as mechanisms and tools should be developed for the effective implementation, systematic monitoring and regular review of such policies. What are the ways of further advancing the enabling policies for women, of translating political will into concrete support mechanisms?

2.  Costs of gender inequality
In recent years gender economics became an important part of research involving such issues as distribution of resources by gender, participation of women and men in labour market, gender responsive budget, income policy by gender, foreign trade and the gender aspect, cost of violence against women and other important research spheres. In order to assess the real scope of gender inequality, it is important to know how much it costs to the economies of the world. Giving it “a price tag” is the most effective way of arguing for a better distribution of limited resources. It is therefore important to take into account academic research and studies of international organizations on gender gaps that provide ample evidence of costs and benefits of gender equality. Also, speaking in the terms of gender economics, limited and insufficient participation of women in the world of work should be treated as missed opportunities for economic growth and calculated in terms of loss of potential GDP - equal participation of women can offer hope to many stagnating economies. Thus, calculations of inequalities and lost opportunities has to lead to the economics of gender that takes account of the costs and benefits of gender equality while planning the distribution of resources.
On the other hand, the unpaid work performed by women at home has to be assessed in financial terms as well. Women’s care economy is an important branch of economic activity equivalent to any other economic activity, which also creates added value in the form of cared for, nurtured and informally educated human resources for the economy and society as a whole and also contributes to GDP. 

3. Women in decision-making.
Women experience challenges at work to fully realize their potential and strengths and to obtain promotions to leadership roles. These challenges include uneven starting situation for senior positions, work/life balance, parenting, multi-tasking, all of which take their origins from stereotypical approaches to women’s and men’s roles. It’s true for both political and economic decision-making.
Gender balance in decision-making positions is not achieved in a majority of countries around the globe: parliaments (with some rare exceptions) are dominated by male politicians, majority of the big companies are led by men, and representation of women on the company boards is far from equal. Local governance also remains male-dominated area, which often favours and reinforces traditional family set-ups and gender roles. Due to deeply entrenched stereotypes of gender roles women have to overcome the invisible barriers/obstacles to become leaders (glass ceiling effect). Even more, research shows that women leaders often feel pressurized to conform to the male leadership model. Those who accept this model often sacrifice their own sources of strength and personal power. Corporate sector in their turn lose possibilities to improve the quality of their decisions that different and unique female approach might offer. Thus, unbalanced participation in decision-making leads to losing of women’s potential, their unique talents, the added value that women bring to their work environment as well as to the better results of policies, economic growth, social justice and welfare of the societies.

4. Reconciliation of work and family responsibilities.
One of the essential obstacles of equal opportunities for women and men in employment is insufficient possibilities to reconcile work and family life. While dual-earner family model becomes acceptable in a contemporary society the imbalance in division of housework between women and men is still obvious. Family responsibilities are often automatically attributed to women and are not evaluated financially, women’s share of so-called “unpaid work” at home is much more than men’s. Even in case of working women, childcare is still mainly deemed a mother’s responsibility. This approach has an adverse impact on women’s situation in the labour market. Employers and leaders of business companies treat women as less valuable and less trustworthy employees due to their commitment to household and family care activities, which essentially restrict women’s access to the resources of time (women tend to choose specialities more flexible in time and thus easier to reconcile work and family obligations though less attractive in payment). Stereotypically men don’t face such obstacles – they have more spare time and possibilities to use it for advancing their qualification, working overtimes and travelling for business matters. Women face the negative consequences of this trend – they get lower income (in the long term – lower old age pensions), they have less access to economic resources and are unevenly represented in decision-making structures. It is important to promote the idea of shared responsibility within the household amongst family members, emphasizing the role of men in increased participation in housework and childcare activities thus decreasing the double burden of women. 
Reconciliation policies are being developed in order to facilitate women’s employment and to assist in maintaining a work-life balance. Harmonisation policies contain such elements as flexible working arrangements, maternity/paternity/parental (childcare) leave policies, affordable childcare services, also care services for the elderly and the disabled family members. However often existing policies are not enough, infrastructure to support care of young children and the elderly is inadequate and is designed to support only women, not both parents. It is important to see how a family friendly workplace can be assured today, what new measures can be taken, what is the role of new technologies in making the world of work more women-friendly.
While reconciliation measures should assist working women, the acknowledgement of the unpaid work is equally important as it gives dignity to those women who prefer to focus more on family and children.

5. Tackling occupational segregation. 
Gender-segregated labour market is one of the main structural reasons of the gender pay gap, which is an important factor causing the unequal economic situation of women and men and serves as one of the main obstacles of women’s economic empowerment. Men prevail in highly paid sectors, such as information and communications technology (ICT), industry, construction, transport and others. Analysis of the occupational and sectorial labour market segregation shows that social and care work as well as education are still female-dominated areas. Also, both childcare and care for the dependant family members still lay on women’s shoulders at home. The consequences of occupational segregation manifest themselves in gender pay gap, gender imbalance in decision-making positions, horizontal and vertical segregation of labour market. Family responsibilities mostly attributed to women are also one of the preconditions of well-known “glass ceiling” phenomenon in labour market, business, science, and in politics. Women experience direct negative consequences of the stereotypical approach: it is revealed in lower women’s income (in the long term – lower old age pensions), less access to economic resources and uneven representation in decision-making structures.

6. Gender equality in education (basic education, women’s financial literacy, IT skills).
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995) states that „Investing in formal and non-formal education and training for girls and women, with its exceptionally high social and economic return, has proved to be one of the best means of achieving sustainable development and economic growth <...>.“[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. The Fourth World Conference on Women. Beijing, China – September 1995. B. Education and Training of Women. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/educa.htm ] 

Both boys and girls should have equal access to education, beginning from primary and secondary schools, vocational training institutions, then colleges, institutions of higher education and to qualification improvement courses. Equal opportunities in education should include selection of curricula, assessment of knowledge, award of grants and providing loans for students. Curricula and textbooks should not propagate discrimination of women and men, as well as to avoid promotion of stereotypical attitudes towards gender roles.
The paradox is, however, that while in many ASEM member states in average women are better educated than men, it does not automatically translate into gender equality. One reason is that stereotypes on traditional gender roles keep women more involved in care functions at home and at the same time – away from employment. The education skills of women are not upgraded and often lost while performing family duties.
Other reasons are directly linked with the choices of studies, which are deeply gender segregated: humanities and social sciences are education areas mostly dominated by women while STEM remains men’s sphere. Gender segregated studies lead to further occupational and sectorial segregation in the labour market. Also after graduation women tend to choose specialities more flexible in time and thus easier to reconcile work and family obligations though less attractive in payment. 
Education being traditionally female dominated area reveals another trend when majority of pedagogues are women while leading positions is likely to be occupied by men. It becomes a challenge for practical implementation of gender balance amongst academic staff: lack of male-teachers at school has a negative impact on role models for boys, who in the future might wish to become employees of the sectors less traditional for men. The question is how education can become an engine for change instead of reinforcing the existing imbalances.
Education and possibilities to apply the acquired knowledge in practice serves as a crucial factor determining the competitiveness of human resources of a country and giving value added for progress and economic growth. Women comprise half of each society and are rich of unique talents and potential therefore it is imperative to assure ways for women to upgrade their skills and to enable them to compete in the labour market.


Prepared by:
Dr. Eglė Krinickienė, Head of Gender Studies Laboratory, Mykolas Romeris University
Vanda Juršėnienė, Expert of Gender Studies Laboratory, Mykolas Romeris University
Diana Mickevičienė, Foreign Affairs Ministry of the Republic of Lithuania
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