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Summary 

Reforms of social security systems have been an integral part of the overall changes in Central and Eastern 
European (CEE) transition economies since 1989. This background note focuses on the gender dimensions of 
social security reforms in the region in two particular fields of social security benefits: family benefits and 
pensions. The paper illustrates commonalities and differences of reforms in different countries, and discusses 
to what extent reforms have contributed to greater gender equality in the provision of social security. It also 
analyzes if the gender dimensions of reforms follow an explicit strategy for gender mainstreaming in social 
security. 

The paper has four parts: Part I addresses the key reform causes, trends and challenges in the region from a 
gender perspective. It highlights some of the reasons why gender equality has not been a prominent concern 
in the reforms so far. Part II describes the main reform proposals and interventions in the fields of family 
benefits. Broad trends in the ongoing process of family benefit reforms are discussed, including benefit 
expenditures, declining program coverage, the shift toward targeting of family benefits, and the trend toward 
greater formally equal treatment of women and men in access to family benefits. Part III addresses the broad 
reform trends in the field of pensions, focusing particularly on some of the core trade-offs for gender equality 
in the reform process and the main policy options. Main topics here include the impact of pension 
privatization, changes in retirement ages, caring credits and the impact of life expectancy differences in 
individual pension savings accounts. The concluding Part IV discusses, in light of the international 
mechanisms and frameworks, CEE experiences and needs for achieving further progress in gender 
mainstreaming in the field of social security. 

 
Introduction 

It is by now widely recognized that women and men are affected differently by social security 
systems (Orloff 1993, Sainsbury (ed.) 1999, O’Connor et.al. 1999, Ginn et.al. 2001) Differences 
may be explained by persistent inequalities in social security regulations, but also by differences in 
the women’s and men’s need for and usage of social security, which are both influenced by gender 
roles. Gender inequalities outside the social security system as such, for example in the labor 
market, also play a key role for explaining inequalities in social security. 

So far, however, gender equality concerns have been at the margins of social security reforms in 
European transition economies. Gender appears to have been almost entirely absent in the drafting 
of reform proposals, the public deliberations around reform proposals, the political process leading 
to reform decisions, and the assessment of preliminary experiences with reform (Fultz & Steinhilber 
2003).  

While all European transition economies have subscribed to the broad goal of gender equality as 
formulated in binding international legal frameworks, as well as to the principle of gender 
mainstreaming in public policies and actions, as outlined in the Beijing Platform for Action, gender 
mainstreaming in social security remains a challenge in a variety of ways. The need to balance 
gender equality with other public policy goals remains a challenge for social security reforms, as is 
the question how to align the goal of gender equality with engrained cultural patterns of inequality 
and gender stereotypes. Also, it is often not easy to take account of women’s diverse interests and 
expectations. So far, research on the gender impacts of specific policies is spotty, and data and 
information is lacking, nationally as well as comparative data, so that gendered policy planning, 
monitoring and evaluation are fraught with difficulty.  
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While social security reforms are still ongoing throughout the region, this note offers an assessment 
of some of the changes, and their consequences for gender equality.1 Main aspects to be taken into 
consideration in ongoing and future reform steps are highlighted. While there are not many 
examples of good practices for gender equality in social security so far, a close look at ongoing 
reforms in European transition economies shows that there is a great scope for innovative policy 
solutions.  

 
I.  Key Facts, Issues and Challenges in Social Security Reforms 

Since the beginning of the 1990s, most European transition economies have restructured their social 
security schemes significantly. Many changes were a necessary consequence of the ongoing 
economic reform process after 1989: Welfare state institutions and provisions had to be adjusted to 
be compatible with a market economy environment. The efficiency and effectiveness of the delivery 
of social security benefits and services needed to be increased, and greater transparency of benefit 
administration was a popular demand. Given the breadth of inherited socials security schemes, 
governments were also interested to reduce the burden of welfare state provisions on the state 
budget, and to ensure the financial sustainability of social security in the long run. 

While many changes of social security resulted from economic necessities, the policy environment 
was complex and characterized by strong, often conflicting pressures. The transformation to market 
economies entailed a significant drop in GDP everywhere, at least initially, high levels of inflation, 
and the emergence of massive unemployment in most countries of the region. Privatization often 
exacerbated the economic crisis in the early 1990s. Declining incomes and increasing poverty 
among large groups of the population created an enhanced need for social security (UNDP 1998). 
The increased need for assistance, however, conflicted in some cases with other transformation 
priorities, e.g. rapid economic reforms. 

I.A  Labor market pressures for social security reforms 

Labor market trends in European transition economies during the 1990s explain a number of the 
reasons for social security reforms. (For a complete analysis, see background paper on labour 
markets.) A process of exclusion from employment-based social security has affected groups of the 
population, and new needs for social security have appeared with economic reforms. A look at the 
labor market also shows the link between women’s employment and family benefits: Women use 
family benefits and services in order to be able to participate in the labor market. Conversely, family 
benefits, especially childbearing leave, in some country contexts appears to be a way how to relieve 
pressure from the labor market in times of declining employment and high unemployment 
(Lohmann & Seibert 2003). 

Almost everywhere have economic recession, privatization and restructuring resulted in a loss of 
employment opportunities, and thus created new demands on social security systems. Everywhere 
has the reduction in employment been accompanied by a fall in activity rates, and an increase in 
unemployment. While no clear gender patterns in unemployment are apparent in European transition 
economies throughout the decade, unemployment rates of women can be deceptive, if not analyzed 
                                                 
1 Most examples are from a study on the gender dimensions of social security reforms undertaken by the International 
Labour Office, see Fultz, Ruck & Steinhilber 2003. 
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in conjunction with the withdrawal of women from the labor force. It is apparent that an increasing 
group of women has lost access to employment-based social security schemes because of their 
departure from the labor market. 

The gender wage gap of around 20-25 per cent is another main reason for gender differences in 
social security, mainly in the level of contribution-based social security benefits, and individual 
pension savings accounts (see analysis below).  

 

I.B Fiscal pressures and social security reforms  

While labor market developments have created reform demands on social security systems and have 
brought about new needs for assistance, a conflicting demand concerned cost saving in social 
security schemes. The average GDP share of social expenditures in Central and Eastern Europe at 
the beginning of the 1990s was around 20-25 per cent (for the Czech Republic, Slovak Republic, 
Poland, Hungary, and Slovenia; it was lower in the Baltic States, Romania and Bulgaria) (European 
Commission 2002). The total GDP share of social expenditure was thus comparable to OECD 
countries (World Bank 1994). However, in Central and Eastern Europe GDP was shrinking during 
the early 1990s, while overall social expenditures were increasing, a trend of great concern to 
policymakers in the region. Pension and health care expenditures constituted the greatest portion of 
the social budget, thus creating considerable reform pressure in these fields (European Commission 
2002). 

 

I.C Demographic trends and social security reforms 

Demographic developments throughout the entire region created additional pressures for social 
security reforms. While pension financing difficulties were mostly a result of increasing dependency 
ratios caused by labor market developments, steeply declining birth rates influenced particularly the 
debate about family policy reforms. 

In most countries, birth rates decreased massively during the 1990s, most notably at the beginning of 
the decade. By the end of the 1990s, transition countries had the lowest fertility rates in Europe 
(1.35, in Western Europe 1.53), with the Czech Republic (1.13) having the lowest fertility among all 
EU member states and accession countries, and Armenia, Ukraine, Russian Federation, Slovenia, 
Bulgaria and Latvia close (UN/Population Division 2002, Ruminska-Zimny 2002, Marksova-
Tominova 2003). See Table 1. Projections for the year 2015 show a continuation of these trends, 
with further significant decreases in population for Estonia, Latvia, Georgia, Bulgaria, Ukraine, 
Lithuania, Russian Federation, Hungary, Armenia, and Belarus (UN/Population Division 2002, 
European Commission 2002). Economic factors are perceived to be the main determinants of the 
fertility drop.2 Alongside changed patterns of marriage and increased age at the birth of the first 
child (Lohmann & Seibert 2003, Marksova-Tominova 2003). 

                                                 
2 In a survey conducted in Poland, for example, 86% of the respondents regarded uncertainty and fear regarding a child’s 
future as a reason for not having a child, while 66% based their decision not to have a child on the high costs (survey 
quoted in Lohmann & Seibert 2003). 
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In the future, population aging3 and growing life expectancy are likely to have further effects on 
social security benefits and the demand for care services, with yet unknown gender dimensions. 
Some countries show a significant difference in average life expectancies of women and men. For 
example in Latvia and Estonia, women’s life expectancy is 76.0, while it is only 65.9 and 65.1 for 
men, respectively (European Commission 2002). 

 

I.D Gender equality and social security reforms 

Gender equality has so far been at the margins of social security reform deliberations in CEE. This 
is true both with respect to the politics of reforms, in which women have not become prominent 
actors, and with respect to the preliminary assessment of the reform initiatives underway and the 
analysis of the consequences for women and men.  

One explanation for this “blind spot” in conceptualizing gender equality in social security can be 
found in the controversial and unsettled nature of the topic itself, and the close links between social 
security and other policy fields (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003, Steinhilber 2002): Should one focus on 
social security schemes proper when investigating their gender impact, or should one, and to what 
extent, take into account the fact that schemes operate in a socio-economic environment, which is 
itself characterized by gender inequality? The former approach implies that equality of treatment in 
social security may reproduce, even enhance, inequalities caused elsewhere, for example in the labor 
market. The latter approach, in turn, may imply that formal equality within a social security scheme 
ceases to be the primary objective. Rather, social security would be structured to equalize and 
compensate for inequality in its environment.4  

In addition, the particular characteristics of the region make an analysis of gender equality in the 
CEE social security complicated: Social security policy in the past was based on a rhetoric of 
equality and women’s full employment - while in fact the unequal division of labor between women 
and men at home, cultural reflections of gender equality and gender stereotypes were not a public 
policy concern. Consequently, women obtained some advantages in social security systems during 
the socialist period, such as lower retirement ages, and access to extended family leaves, which 
would be lost, or lost in part, if formally equal treatment of women and men was introduced. Thus, 
while gender equality is usually thought of as bringing benefits for women, in the regional context it 
implies losses of longstanding entitlements.  

The views, interests and demands of women with respect to social security are far from unified. 
They depend, among other factors, on their employment position, income, age or family situation.5 
It is therefore not always clear in whose interest moves for equal treatment in social security are, and 

                                                 
3 Note that population aging in Eastern Europe, however, is projected to not reach the same dimensions as in Western 
Europe before 2050 (IIASA 2002). 
4 Both views have sometimes been regarded as complimentary, for example ILO 2001. In the CEE context, however, 
they appear as alternatives rather than complements.  
5 An example for the conflicting interests of women as a group was the dispute about the equalization of pension ages of 
women and men in Poland: Younger and better educated women favored an equal retirement age, while older and/or less 
educated women preferred an earlier retirement age. The latter resisted equalization as a taking-away of a long-held and 
cherished provision. 
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equality, or some notions thereof, may at times conflict with values and beliefs even of many 
women. The great diversity among women as a group also creates obstacles to women’s political 
mobilization in social security reform debates (Steinhilber 2003). 

 

Box 1. Declining support for women’s full employment 

The experience of transformation and of the narrowing options for women on the job market, has led some 
women to retreat from professional aspirations they held earlier. The view that in times of high 
unemployment women should withdraw rather than compete with men for the fewer available employment 
opportunities, and the belief that women should be the main child minders remains strong in those countries 
of the region for which we have data. Polls in Hungary, for example, have shown a decline in popular 
support for women’s full time employment between 1988 and 1995. In 1995, about a third of the respondents 
disapproved of women’s labor market participation altogether, and believed that women should devote 
themselves to child raising and housekeeping. Support for women’s full employment was about 15 percentage 
points lower than in 1988 (Central Statistical Office (CSO) 1988, Frey 1996).  
 

 

The lack of women’s participation in policymaking, lack of focus on and insufficient discussion 
about the gender dimensions of social security, and different priorities with respect to social security 
- support for mothers and homemakers vs. equal opportunities and treatment for fully employed 
women – complicate efforts to operationalize gender mainstreaming in CEE social security reforms.  

In the absence of well-documented good practices for gender mainstreaming in social security 
reforms, the following two sections will describe and analyze reform experiences to date and 
highlight the key issues in future social security policymaking for gender equality. 

 

 
II.  Family Benefits – Reform Progress to Date, Main Challenges and Policy 

Implications 

At the beginning of the 1990s, all European transition economies provided a broad variety of family 
benefits, in time, cash or in kind, to support parents in bearing and raising children.6 Commonly, the 
range of benefits included maternity protection and benefits, often in combination with a birth grant, 
childcare leave (typically granted only directly following maternity leave)7, childraising benefits, 
and leave and benefits for taking care of a sick child. Non-cash programs included subsidies for 
                                                 
6 Here, family benefits are understood to include general allowances, paid to supplement wages according to the number 
of children in a family, as well as benefits that are contingent on specific actions or situations, such as giving birth 
(maternity benefits) and withdrawing temporarily from the work force to care for a young child (child care benefits). In 
some countries, family benefits are also paid through the tax system. (ILO 1984) 
7 In the past, the term “maternity leave” was used comprehensively, where today maternity and childcare leave are 
treated as distinct social security benefits. Conceptually, the distinction is important, however, since maternity benefits 
and leave are granted in connection with giving birth, and to women only, while childcare leave should be available to 
both parents on equal conditions. 
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child-related goods and family services. Cash benefits were more common in Central and 
Southeastern Europe, while non-cash programs played a greater role in the Soviet Union (UNICEF 
1999). Coverage of family benefits was broad and comprehensive, and was mostly attached to, or 
directly provided through, the workplace (UNICEF 1999). Overall state spending on family benefits 
in CEE countries surpassed the average spending in OECD countries (Sipos 1994, UNICEF 1999). 

Family benefits were not granted on the basis of equal treatment of women and men, nor were they 
aimed at achieving equal opportunities for women and men. Rather, in an environment of substantial 
gender inequality, the benefits rewarded women for motherhood and eased their dual role as worker 
and principal family care giver. No effort was made to shift the unequal division of household and 
family responsibilities between women and men through public policy.  

Compared with other fields of social security where reforms were introduced early in the 1990s, 
notably unemployment insurance, the reform of family benefits started later in the decade and was a 
more incremental and continuous process (Götting 1998). In the Czech Republic, for example, less 
comprehensive reforms were enacted in 1990 and 1993, but major family benefit reforms were 
implemented in 1995 and 1996 only (Kuchařová et.al. 2003). In Hungary and Poland a variety of 
changes were implemented throughout the 1990s, and continue today (Wóycicka et.al. 2003, Lukács 
& Frey 2003). In Bulgaria, systematic family benefit reforms did not start before the later half of the 
1990s (Noncheva & Satcheva 2003). Hungary is an example for radical changes in the course of 
reform directions along the way: Income testing of most family benefits was first adopted in the mid 
1990s and then abolished again later in the decade, after a change of government (Lukács & Frey 
2003).8 

 

II.A Major trends in family benefits reforms 

Four broad trends characterize the complex landscape of ongoing reforms in family benefits 
throughout the region. 

First expenditures for family benefits and family support programs appear to have declined in many 
countries of the region. Research during the early years of transformation indicated a decline in the 
GDP share of family benefits in Bulgaria, Slovakia, Czech Republic and Romania, with family 
support declining proportionately more than other public transfers (Fajth 1994). This trend is 
confirmed by more recent data from Hungary and Poland where the decline was a result both of 
direct cuts, and of failure to adjust benefits for cost-of-living increases (Fultz, Ruck & Steinhilber 
2003), as well as for Romania (Fodor et.al. 2002). Here, again, the share of family benefits declined 
significantly, while the share of social security benefits overall remained relatively stable, or even 
increased (for example spending for health and pensions) (Götting 1998). A declining value of 
family allowances in relation to the average wage has been reported from Slovakia, Hungary, 
Slovenia, Estonia, Latvia, Russia, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan between 1990 and 1997 (UNICEF 
1999).  

                                                 
8 Even when income testing was applied, it was rather loose, excluding only nine percent of families and seven percent 
of children from the family benefit. Lukács and Frey 2003, Table 14 
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In contrast to these reports, a slightly different trend with respect to spending for family benefits has 
been shown for the Czech Republic (Fultz and Steinhilber 2003). See Box 2. 

 

Box 2. Spending trends in family benefits 

In Hungary, in 1990-2000, spending family benefits fell in relation to GDP by nearly one-half, from 3.8 
percent to 2.0 percent, and in Poland in 1990-98, from 1.7 percent of GDP to 1.1 percent.9 (See Table 2 and 
Figure 1.) As a result, family benefits as a component of household income fell sharply: in Poland (1993-99), 
for all households, from 3.8 percent to 1.4 percent and in Hungary (1993-99), for a family with two children, 
from 17.0 percent to 10.8 percent.10 In Russia, the value of the per-child benefit for couples with two children 
as a percentage of the average wage declined from 10.2 per cent in 1992 to 3.5 per cent in 1993. In 1997, it 
was again 6.1 per cent (UNICEF 1999). (See Table 3.)  

Data from the Czech Republic shows a somewhat different trend, however: Here, between 1996-2000, family 
benefits as a percentage of GDP increased modestly from 1.78 per cent of GDP to 1.85 (Kuchařová et.al. 
2003). See Table 4. The increase has been explained as a result of higher unemployment beginning 1997, and 
a consequent increase in demand for the newly income-tested family benefits (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003).  
 

 

Second, at the beginning of the decade already, program coverage was reported to have declined 
considerably (Fajth 1994). Coverage declined for a number of reasons: Family benefits continued to 
be linked to wage-based social security contributions, while the numbers of self-employed, the non-
formally employed, and the unemployed grew massively (Fajth 1994). As a consequence, growing 
numbers of families did not have access to employment-linked benefits. 

Income testing and the targeting of support to large families and to those in greatest need has 
reduced overall coverage of family benefits in some countries throughout the reform process. The 
shift to income testing was very marked in Poland, for example, where today eligibility for all but 
one benefit is based on the income or means of the family.11 In Slovakia, with the introduction of 
income-testing, roughly 20 per cent of all families with children lost their entitlements to child 
support (Götting 1998). In Hungary, income testing was adopted in the mid 1990s and then 
abolished again later in the decade.12 Income testing was less marked in the Czech Republic, where 
it was applied to some but not all benefits and in a manner that was not highly restrictive. 94 percent 
of two-parent families with one economically active parent received the child allowance before it 
was income-tested (1996), and 93 percent received it afterward (1999) ( Kuchařová et al. 2003, 
Table 2). 
                                                 
9 Lukács and Frey 2003, Table 10 and Wóycicka et al. 2003, Figure 2. 
10 Lukács and Frey 2003, Table 17, and Wóycicka et al. 2003, Table 1. The figures for Poland represent only the family 
allowance, child care fee, and child-raising allowance, as these are the only benefits for which household income 
statistics are available.  
11 The child care benefit, a short-term payment for those who leave work to care for a sick child, remains fully 
employment and wage-related . Wóycicka et al. 2003.  
12 Even when income testing was applied, it was rather loose, excluding only nine percent of families and seven percent 
of children from the family benefit. Lukács and Frey 2003, Table 14. 
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Box 3. Support to larger families and pronatalist policy goals 

Targeting of benefits to large families was partially driven by pro-natalist policy goals, and introduced in 
connection with broader efforts to redress stagnant or declining population growth and efforts to restore 
traditional family roles or national values. In Hungary, a new child-raising benefit was created for families 
with three or more children; and progressively larger tax credits were provided for the second, third, and 
subsequent children (Lukács and Frey 2003).  

In Poland, larger families received a higher child-raising allowance for their third and each subsequent child 
(Wóycicka et al 2003). In the Czech Republic, although population growth was less ardently promoted, 
larger families also received larger child allowances ( Kuchařová et al. 2003) 

 

Third, especially in the early 1990s, governments throughout the region used various family 
benefits, along with other social security benefits, to provide relief from the effects of price 
liberalization and the abolishment of subsidies, inflation, job loss, and poverty (UNICEF 1999, 
Wóycicka et al. 2003, Lukács and Frey 2003, Kuchařová et al. 2003). The need to cushion the 
impact of early transition explains why more profound and systematic reforms of the broad system 
of family benefits and social assistance schemes started only relatively late in the decade in most 
countries. In some countries, cash benefits prove to be more effective at reaching poor families than 
unemployment benefits or targeted assistance (UNICEF 1999). 

Toward the middle of the 1990s, fiscal pressures provided a major impetus for reforms. In many 
countries, governments adopted austerity programs with major cuts in overall social spending, 
including family benefits.13 These were achieved through sharper income testing of benefits, cuts in 
their level and duration, and omitting adjustments for inflation.  

Finally, there has been a trend toward greater formal gender equality, i.e. equal treatment of women 
and men, in family benefit entitlements. This trend has been particularly pronounced in EU 
applicant countries. While equality of benefit entitlements is not among the direct requirements of 
the EU acquis communautaire, the common body of EU law, which new member states are taking 
over, greater formal equality appears to have been an indirect consequence of the accession process. 
Equalizing benefit entitlements entailed eliminating provisions of preexisting law that had barred 
fathers from using these benefits or imposed stricter rules on them. Table 5 illustrates how equality 
of treatment of women and men was introduced in three exemplary countries of the region over the 
decade. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 For Poland, see Wóycicka et al. 2003, for Hungary Lukács and Frey 2003. For a broader overview, see Götting 1998. 



 11

Box 4. Equalization of entitlements with benefit cut in Poland 

In Poland, the benefit for care of a sick child was revised in 1995, making it available to mothers and fathers 
on equal terms. The revision had been promoted by the Civil Rights Ombudsman, as a measure toward non-
discrimination.  

In the resulting legislative debate, some decision makers argued that equality of treatment would cause an 
increase in spending outlays, since the benefit level was based on the wage of the beneficiary, and men’s 
average wages are about 20 per cent higher than women’s. To avoid such an increase in spending, the 
benefit level was reduced from 100 to 80 per cent of the recipient’s wage. There is no exact data available on 
the number of fathers who use the benefit, but available evidence suggests that in fact the overwhelming 
majority of beneficiaries are women, who now have to cope with the reduction of the benefit level (Wóycicka 
et al. 2003). 
 

 

II.B Changes in maternity benefits 

While numerous changes were introduced in the area of childcare and childraising benefits, change 
in maternity benefits was less common. Typically, maternity benefits were maintained as 
employment-related social insurance benefits. Some countries extended the length of maternity 
leave, for example Albania, Latvia, Belarus, Ukraine, Russia, Armenia (UNICEF 1999). In 2000, 
the Polish government initiated a series of rapid changes in the duration of the benefit: It was 
increased from 16 to 20 and then to 26 weeks, but ultimately the government restored its original 
duration of 16 weeks (Wóycicka et al. 2003). 

A few countries reduced the replacement rate of the benefit or changed the basis for the calculation 
of the benefit. Hungary, making a single change as part of a 1996 fiscal austerity plan, reduced the 
replacement rate of wages from 100 to 70 percent (Lukács and Frey 2003). Poland maintained an 
income replacement rate at 100 percent of the worker’s current wage. The Czech Republic made a 
single small change, shifting the basis for computation of benefits from gross to net wages.14 In 
some countries a father’s leave with connection of the birth of a child was introduced (e.g. Poland, 
Romania, Slovenia). Polish fathers, for example may to take two weeks of the total maternity leave 
period available, Slovenian dads are entitled to 90 calendar days of paternity leave. 

While maternity benefits have remained relatively untouched, some studies report a growing gap 
between the numbers of mothers who are entitled to the benefit and those who actually take 
advantage of it (UNICEF 1999, Fultz & Steinhilber 2003). Not only with respect to maternity 
benefits, but regarding all employment-related family benefits, anecdotal evidence from a number of 
countries contends that women are increasingly reluctant to use employment-based rights to family 
benefits for fear of reprisals by employers (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003). The absence of legal or 
collective trade union instruments of enforcement, and pre-entry labor market discrimination against 
women in childbearing age are widely reported, with maternity benefits mentioned by employers as 
a reason for not hiring women (Nowakowska 2000, Petrovic 2001, Rengelova 2002, Human Rights 
Watch 2003).  

                                                 
14 In the Czech Republic, the percentage is calculated from the so-called Daily Assessment Base which is based on 
wages but entails a complex formula that can cause some variations from actual wage amounts. (Kuchařová et al. 2003) 
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II.C Summary of key issues and policy options for gender equality in family benefits 

The analysis of past experiences with family benefit reforms brings out a number of key issues and 
policy options for gender equality to be taken into consideration in future policymaking. 

Protecting family benefits in times of fiscal austerity 

Given the decline in real income and resulting needs for assistance during periods of economic 
transformation, maintaining, if not increasing, the value of family benefits appears a key social 
security policy measure. Available data and analysis indicates that in times of tight fiscal policy, 
family benefits have not always been protected as well as other social security benefits.  

Offering benefits that support women’s employability 

The channel through which family benefits are made available is important for women’s attachment 
to the labor force. Where child care is still overwhelmingly provided by women, as is the case in 
CEE countries, making long-term home-care benefits15 available through the workplace or 
contingent on employment creates incentives and rewards for labour force participation. Conversely, 
if long-term care benefits are restricted to those with low income or limited means, mothers who 
stay at home to care for young children may become isolated from the world of work, and find their 
integration or subsequent reintegration into the labour market in later years more difficult.  

Recent studies have highlighted that increased income testing of long-term child care benefits may 
be creating traps for women or work disincentives, especially for women with low skills or 
otherwise weak labor market positions (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003). Concerns were raised in 
particular with respect to the small gap between child care benefits and the minimum wage, as well 
as the high cost of institutional childcare.16  

Some working mothers will be totally ineligible for support if it is limited to means testing, making 
it more difficult for them to both work and care for children.  

A difficult choice: Targeted poverty reduction vs. supporting employment and family responsibilities 

A broader question concerns the fit between family benefits and poverty reduction policies as well 
as overall policies aimed at gender equality. Poverty reduction and gender equality may not 
necessarily be achieved simultaneously. The question then is: Should – or to what extent should - 
family benefits be instruments for poverty reduction, income replacement, or income redistribution, 
during childraising periods? If so, targeting of family benefits to those in greatest need appears an 
appropriate allocation mechanism. If, conversely, we regard support in combining paid employment 
and family responsibilities for both parents as a central purpose of family benefits; or if we see 
family benefits as a tool to change established gender roles by providing change incentives to fathers 
and greater opportunities for mothers to participate in paid employment, then these goals may not be 

                                                 
15 The emphasis here is on benefits received during periods of parental leave, not short term benefits for caring for a sick 
child. 
16 In Hungary, institutional child care fees for a parent with two young children constitute about 40-50 percent of wages, 
whereas in Poland they constitute 75 percent of the net minimum wage. (Lukács and Frey 2003, Wóycicka et al. 2003) 
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achieved through income testing of family benefits. In such a context, universal benefits may be 
more appropriate tools. 

Getting fathers to use family benefits 

A related question arises as to which policies permit or promote more equal sharing of family caring 
responsibilities between women and men, and a more equal distribution of beneficiaries between 
women and men. In the course of the 1990s, a number of countries, mostly future EU member 
states, made child care benefits available to men and women on an equal basis, by removing 
obstacles to fathers’ use of these benefits. While formally equal treatment clearly is a necessary step 
toward gender equality, achieving gender equality in care responsibilities is a complicated matter 
which entails a variety of factors other than formal equality in childcare benefits.17 For example, 
currently if a family would like to split caring equally, it still needs to be able to compensate the loss 
in a father’s income, which on average is higher than a mother’s. 

The absence of specific measures to enhance the use of family benefits by fathers is a noticeable gap 
in family benefit reforms. They would be a necessary element of a meaningful gender 
mainstreaming strategy, because a more equal sharing of care responsibilities between women and 
men is a crucial precondition for gender equality and women’s employability. 

Providing access to institutional care services 

As populations age, elderly family members will pose increased requirements for care, while the 
need for family child care will be ongoing. Sharing the care burden between women and men and 
access to affordable quality care institutions for children and others in need are main preconditions 
for gender equality in the labor market. A comprehensive and comparative analysis of the extent of 
the problem of care services is difficult: Data is spotty or unavailable, both regarding the provision 
of and access to childcare institutions. The problem is further enhanced by administrative reforms, 
especially the decentralization of service provision. There is wide evidence, however, that access to 
affordable good quality childcare institutions is perceived as a major problem by many citizens, and 
is a reason for considerable discontent among women (e.g. Lohmann & Seibert 2003, Marksova-
Tominova 2003, Marinova 2003, Szábo 2003). 
 
 
III.  Pension benefits - Reform Progress to Date, Main Challenges and Policy 

Implications 

Many European transition economies have significantly changed their pension systems over the 
course of the 1990s, and pension reforms have been a focus of great deliberation, controversy, and 
action. Early in the decade, old-age security schemes often served to absorb high unemployment 
through liberal early retirement and disability provisions. Later in the 1990s, governments placed 
great emphasis on strengthening the solvency of their pension schemes, keeping pension expenditure 
growth down, and modernizing certain features of the schemes to match the new economic 
environments in which they were operating.  
                                                 
17 Available data from Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic, for example, show that as yet equal treatment in 
childcare entitlements has had no discernible effect on the allocation of child care responsibilities within the family, 
which continue to rest overwhelmingly with women (Fultz, Ruck & Steinhilber 2003). 
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Reforms have included changes in the benefit formulas, often implying a reduction of the rate of 
wage replacement and a move to make benefits more earnings related, increasing retirement ages, 
separating pension scheme financing from other branches of social security, and, in many cases, 
from the state budget as well, curtailing benefits paid to privileged categories of the insured, and 
strengthening procedures for contribution collection (Fultz & Ruck 2000, Müller 2001, Fultz 2002, 
Fultz 2003).  

In a number of CEE countries, governments have chosen privatize a portion of the inherited public 
pension system (Fultz & Ruck 2000, Fultz 2002). Throughout the region, partial pension 
privatization typically implied the establishment of a three pillar pension system: A mandatory, 
publicly administered pay-as-you-go system is maintained in the first pillar18, a mandatory privately 
managed second pillar on the basis of individual savings accounts is introduced, complemented by a 
voluntary, often state-subsidized, privately managed third pillar, also on the basis of individual 
savings accounts.19 In some countries, e.g., Hungary, Poland, Bulgaria, Latvia, and Estonia, 
legislation on the partial privatization is now being implemented. In the Slovak Republic important 
details of the planned privatization are still not decided (Fultz 2003).  

Pension privatization has turned out to be among the most contentious and challenging of the reform 
measures in the social policy field. Although many of the pension reform elements have different 
impacts on women and men, the gender dimension of reforms has so far not become a focus of 
research and debate. Nowhere has the goal of enhancing gender equality been a driving force in the 
pension reform process. Rarely have questions of gender equality provoked debates at all. Isolated 
examples of debates might be the question of women and men’s retirement ages in Poland, or the 
parliamentary debate about gender discrimination in the calculation of annuities through private 
pension insurers in Hungary. The parliament refused the initial proposal for sex-differentiated life 
tables on the basis of the non-discrimination principle in the Constitution. 

Approaching the topic of gender equality in pensions is not an easy or straightforward enterprise, 
however. It generally implies addressing a number of fundamental questions simultaneously. For 
example, there is a need to specify the notion of equality pursued (i.e., equality of treatment vs. 
redistribution to achieve greater equality of outcomes), as well as a need for awareness on the 
potential and appropriateness of pension systems to redress gender inequalities created outside the 
social security system, typically in the labor market. A further challenge is posed by the fact that 
per-1990s pension systems did not treat men and women equally in a number of aspects. Instead, 
women have entered the new political era with privileges from the socialist years. For example, 
retirement age preferences existed for women in most countries. In many countries, in addition, 
women had greater survivors’ benefits than men. Pension benefit formulas in the past were highly 
redistributive in favor of lower income workers, which, given the prevailing gender wage gap and 
women’s shorter working tenure, was to women’s advantage.  

Overall, there are four main gender dimensions of CEE pension reforms to be taken into 
consideration in an analysis of experiences to date: 1. The gender impact of the widespread retreat 
                                                 
18 In a pay-as-you-go system, also called defined benefit scheme, current workers’ contributions are used to pay current 
pensioners. Today’s workers in turn earn the right to future benefits from the system (Fultz 2003). 
19 In pension systems based on individual savings accounts, also named defined-contribution systems, the worker’s 
pension reflects his or her own contributions over the course of a working life, and the losses or gains through interests. 
Administrative costs are deducted from the accumulated savings. 
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from redistribution in pension benefit formulas, by linking contributions and benefits more closely; 
2. Changes in the retirement age; 3. The treatment of periods outside the workforce, devoted to 
caring for children or other family members, in the pension system (Caring credits); 4. The 
conversion of individual savings to annuities in the new private pension schemes. How is the fact 
that women and men have different average life expectancies taken into account? Other aspects of 
pension reforms with a gender impact include the reforms of survivors’ benefits and treatment of 
pension entitlements of partners in the case of a divorce. 

 

III.A The retreat from redistribution 

Pre-reform pension systems throughout CEE effected substantial redistribution of income from 
workers with higher earnings to those with lower ones. Schemes often calculated benefits on the 
basis of the final years of employment, or the years with highest earnings, and provided upper and 
lower benefit limits. In some countries, Hungary for example, a progressive scale within the pension 
benefit formula provided further redistribution by weighting low wages more heavily than high 
wages (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003).  

As a common trend, pension reforms have eliminated many, in some cases all, of these 
redistributive elements. Pension benefits were linked more closely to lifetime earnings and the role 
of individually accumulated pension rights became more important for calculating the level of 
benefits. A majority of countries have increased the number of years of contribution payments taken 
into consideration for the benefit calculation (Fultz 2003). 

In two countries, Poland and Latvia, the retreat from redistribution came with a substantial revision 
of the public pension system. Here, so-called notional-defined-contribution (NDC) systems were 
introduced, in which benefit levels are set based on a worker’s life time contributions, a notional rate 
of return, and an estimate of the average life expectancy of her/his age cohort at the standard 
retirement age (Müller 2000, Fultz 2003). As a consequence, future pensioners in countries with 
NDC schemes will receive the benefit they have ‘paid for’ and redistribution toward low-income 
earners is eliminated. 

While the new benefit formulas in the public pension scheme make no direct reference to sex and 
provide for equal treatment of women and men, de facto they will leave a large group of women 
with lower pensions. This is because women on average have lower lifetime earnings, and they 
figure prominently in the group of workers with lowest lifetime earnings. A closer linkage between 
contributions and benefits, as well as greater individuality in pension rights is therefore generally 
detrimental for women: Women are confronted with an inferior position in the labor market and do a 
disproportional amount of unpaid care work which results in shorter periods of life time 
contributions.  
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Box 5. Reducing redistributive elements in the Hungarian pension formula 

The Hungarian reform enacted in 1998 included a provision to abolish the progressive term in the pension 
benefit formula of the public scheme. The change is being phased in gradually and will become fully effective 
in 2013. The pension benefit level in the new system depends on the number of years worked and the average 
individual monthly earnings (contributions from earnings have to be paid up to a ceiling).  

Since redistributive elements in the old pension formula were abolished, the new formula benefits middle and 
upper income workers, to the disadvantage of lower income workers. The new formula also favors longer 
service periods. Consequently, on average, men will benefit more from the reforms, since they tend to work 
longer years and tend to have higher incomes, on average (Lukács & Frey 2003).  

 

The private pension component, which was introduced in a group of countries as a second pillar of 
the pension scheme, by definition is not redistributive. Pension savings are accumulated in 
individual accounts. At the moment of retirement, the accumulated savings (plus interest gained, 
minus administrative costs), is converted to an annuity that will pay a monthly benefit until the 
worker’s death. Over the course of the working life of most workers, individual savings accounts for 
pensions contribute further to women’s disadvantage in pensions. Again, this is mainly an effect of 
women’s weaker labor market position (reflected in lower incomes and lower pension 
contributions), and their shorter total working life, mainly due to childcare breaks. One advantage of 
such a system, however, is that all contributions, even those paid during a short period of 
employment, are reflected in the savings accumulated. Previously, a number of restrictions had 
applied regarding the length of the employment contract or hours worked, for example. 

 

Box 6. Simulation of the gender effect of the Polish pension reform: curtailing redistribution and 
maintaining a retirement age difference 

A simulation of the Polish situation shows the likely future effect of the retreat from redistribution through the 
pension reform (see figure 2): Under the old rules, the average pension paid to a woman who retires at age 
60 is about 82 per cent of that paid to a man retiring at the same age. After the new NDC and privatized 
schemes are fully phased in, the average woman retiring at 60 will receive just 74 per cent of the average 
pension paid to a man with the same retirement age. 

Specifically, the typical retired woman retiring at age sixty will draw a pension equal to 22.4 percent of the 
average wage in the economy while her male counterpart will draw one equal to 30.4 percent. Should they 
both retire at age 65, the woman’s pension would equal 29.2 percent of the average wage while the man’s 
would equal 39.6 percent. In both cases the average woman’s pension will be just 74 percent of the average 
man’s. 

The effect of the five year difference in women’s and men’s retirement age, too, is illustrated in the Polish 
simulations: Once the new mixed system is fully implemented, a woman retiring at age 60 with an average 
female’s pension will receive an amount equal to only 57 percent of a man retiring at age 65 with an average 
male’s pension. By delaying retirement until age 65, she would receive a pension equal to 74 percent of his 
(Wóycicka et al. 2003).  
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Pension reform has not everywhere entailed the abolishment of redistributive features of the pension 
scheme, however. The Czech Republic has revised its pension formula in 1995, but maintained 
strong redistributive elements. This is beneficial for women, because it compensates in part for 
gender inequalities on the labor market (Kuchařová et.al. 2003): The old-age pensions paid to 
women in December 2000 were on average 82 per cent of the pensions paid to men, while women’s 
wages were on average about 75 per cent of men’s. Thus, the redistributive pension formula served 
to offset approximately a third of the gender wage gap. Slovenia has also preserved redistributive 
elements in its pension scheme: The difference between the lowest and the highest pensions that can 
be paid with similar years of earnings was decreased (Fultz 2003). 

 

III.B Gender equality in retirement ages 

Prior to the 1990s, retirement ages in CEE were low by international standards, with additional early 
retirement options available and widely used. Most countries offered women an earlier retirement as 
one of a number of advantages that encouraged and rewarded motherhood. In some countries, for 
example the Czech and Slovak Republics, women’s retirement age was determined by the number 
of children she has raised.  

Retirement age increases were enacted by most countries as part of the pension reform process of 
the 1990s. Increases amounted to about two to three years for men, and three to six years for women 
(Fultz 2003). See Table 6. Even where increases of retirement ages are phased in over an extended 
period of time (over 16 years in Estonia, 14 years in Hungary, 10 years in Latvia, for example), the 
reforms demand greater adjustments on the side of women. Formally equal treatment of women and 
men with respect to their retirement ages has not been achieved throughout the region. Retirement 
ages for women and men have been equalized only in a number of countries, among them Estonia, 
Hungary and Latvia. A majority of countries in the region, however, have preserved a retirement age 
difference by sex. In some countries (Poland, Slovenia), initial proposals to equalize women’s and 
men’s retirement age were rejected after public debates. The difference, where maintained, is 
between two years in Slovenia, and five years in Poland, with other countries in between. In the 
Czech Republic women’s retirement age continues to depend on the number of children she had.  

While differences in women’s and men’s retirement ages are an important concern for gender 
equality in defined-benefit, as well as in defined contribution schemes, it must be emphasized that 
earlier retirement for women has a particularly strong negative impact in connection with the closer 
link between contributions and benefits described above. With the elimination of redistribution 
toward workers with low lifetime contributions, most women who retire early will receive 
substantially lower benefits than before the reforms. See Box 6 for greater detail on Poland.  

The elimination of redistribution in both the new public scheme and in the new commercially 
managed savings accounts with continuing earlier retirement for women is a particularly damaging 
combination for women, as the simulation of the Polish situation illustrates. (See Box 6). The 
projection shows that the reform is likely to cause replacement rates to fall to levels below the 
minimum standards stipulated in ILO Convention 102, with significant differences between 
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women’s and men’s replacement rates.20 For average wage earners of both genders (i.e. assuming no 
gender wage gap), replacement rates are projected to decline from 65% for men and 50% for women 
born in 1949 and retiring under the old system to 40% for men and 30% for women born in 1974 
and retiring under the reformed system (Chłon-Dominczak 2002, Steinhilber 2002) 

 

III.C Caring credits and gender equality 

Prior to 1990, all pension schemes provided pension credits for time periods that workers spent out 
of employment in order to care for young children at home. Given the prevailing gender division of 
care responsibilities, it was almost exclusively women who benefited from this provision.21 While 
the rules for counting such periods varied across countries, a year spent outside the workforce was 
generally treated as equal to a year of employment, even though no contributions were paid.22 This 
meant that periods of child care did not reduce the pension that a parent would receive. Caring 
credits were financed within the pension system by a cross subsidy from all contributors (Steinhilber 
2002). Given the social importance of unpaid care work, not only care for children, but also for 
other family members, and the great gender inequality in the allocation of this type of work, caring 
credits are a key instrument for enhancing gender equality in pensions. Penalizing those who take 
time off to care for others is a disincentive for parents in well-paid jobs, mostly men, to take child 
care leave.  

Pension reforms during the 1990s brought revisions of caring credits. In at least two countries, 
Poland and Hungary, the revisions of caring credits diminished their value (Fultz, Ruck & 
Steinhilber 2003). See Box 7. The core questions in the reform of caring credits were: How should 
caring credits be financed? As a cross subsidy within the pension system? As a direct subsidy from 
the state budget? In each case, what should be the assumed level of income to calculate the 
contribution, the previous wage, the child care benefit, or maybe the minimum wage? Particularly in 
individual savings accounts, caring credits pose a serious challenge, since the option of cross-
subsidies is not conceivable in an individualized system.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
20 ILO Convention 102 generally calls for a minimum benefit standard of 40 percent of the wages after 30 years of 
contributions, with provision for an upper limit and floor. 
21 Typically, credits were also granted for compulsory military service, however, to the exclusive benefit of men. 
22 In some contexts, for example Hungary, provisions for caring credits varied depending on which child care benefit 
was received by the parent. See Lukács and Frey 2003. 
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Box 7. Caring credits – Hungary and Poland 

Hungary, for example, retained the old rules for caring credits in the public component of the new pension 
system, but applied new rules in the new mandatory private component adopted in 1998. In this case, 
participants must contribute six percent of their child care benefit to a commercially managed individual 
savings account. As explained above, their future pension benefits will be calculated as a simple return on 
this contribution – i.e., investment performance minus management fees. This private benefit will supplement 
the individual’s public pension. The amount of the public pension will be reduced due to the diversion of a 
part of the contribution to the private tier. As with all other contributions to the privatized component of the 
pension system, there is no employer matching contribution to the contribution from the child care benefit. 
However, six percent of the child care benefit is a tiny amount, equal to less than US$4.00 per month. Time 
off for caring thus will reduce a carers benefit portion from the private system substantially. This policy is 
especially disadvantageous for middle and upper income workers, since the pension entitlements that they 
earn while working are substantially higher than those based on the child care benefit (Fultz & Steinhilber 
2003).   

Poland, in turn, chose a transfer from the state budget to finance caring credits, thus enhancing transparency 
of pension financing, and shifting the burden of financing caring credits to the public at large. However, the 
subsidy is based on the minimum wage which makes the benefit much less generous than it was before. As a 
result, most individuals who take leave from work to provide child care will receive lower pensions. As it is 
almost exclusively women who take leave and receive child care benefits, it is their earnings history, and 
consequently their pensions, that will be reduced. Moreover, the degree to which carers are penalized in their 
pension entitlements raises with their income level (Wóycicka et al. 2003). 
 

 

III.D Life expectancies of women and men in private pension savings accounts 

In pension schemes that are based on individual savings accounts, at the moment of retirement, the 
savings accumulated in an individual’s account will be converted to an annuity that will pay a 
monthly pension benefit until the worker’s death. For calculating the annuity, it is crucial to estimate 
the retirees remaining life expectancy. An assumption needs to be made how many years the 
worker’s savings must be stretched to cover (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003).  

To make this estimate, the average life expectancy of all workers in the retiree’s age cohort is used 
as a statistical estimate. Knowing that women and men, on average, have different life expectancies, 
the question then is: Should separate estimations be made for women and men’s annuity 
calculations, or should a single, joint life expectancy projection be used for both? The use of the 
latter will result in the payment of an equal monthly benefit for a man and a woman who retire at the 
same age with the same history of contributions. However, since women on average live longer than 
men, they will, on average, accumulate higher total lifetime benefits than comparable men. On the 
other hand, the use of gender-specific tables will give a man and a woman retiring at the same age 
with the same histories of contributions the same total lifetime accumulations of retirement benefits 
but will give the woman a lower monthly benefit because her savings must, on average, be stretched 
to cover a longer lifetime (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003). While countries have found different solutions 
to addressing this problem of great relevance for gender equality (see Box 8), the issue remains 
unresolved in others, for example Bulgaria, Poland and Macedonia. 
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Box 8. Unisex or differentiated life expectancy tables? 

The Hungarian pension law provides for unisex life expectancy tables to be used for the calculation of 
annuities from private pension savings. It requires that annuity providers use the same joint life expectancy 
table in calculating monthly benefits for both women and men. Separate life tables have been ruled as against 
the constitutional principle of equal treatment of women and men (Lukács and Frey 2003).  

In Poland, by contrast, the issue remains undecided; as yet there has been no legislation that stipulates how 
mandatory individual savings will be converted to pensions. In 1999, the Government presented a proposal to 
Parliament allowing the use of gender-specific calculations, and then in the face of heavy criticism there, 
withdrew it. The successor government has not yet addressed the issue. (Wóycicka et al. 2003).  

 

III.E Summary of key issues and policy options for gender equality in pension schemes 

The analysis of the gender dimensions of pension reforms in Central and Eastern Europe brings out 
a number of questions and trade-offs regarding gender equality in pensions, and illustrates some 
resulting policy options for mainstreaming gender in pension reforms. 

First, the equalization of retirement ages for women and men has proven to be a politically highly 
contested item in reform debates. From an equal treatment perspective it is clear that the privileges 
afforded to women with respect to their retirement age established unequal treatment in an area not 
related to biological differences. There appears to be no principled rationale for maintaining a 
retirement age differential between women and men. It is not justifiable that all women should retire 
earlier because most of them have children at some point in their lives, or that women should retire 
earlier because they do the larger share of unpaid care work. The Czech solution of linking women’s 
retirement age to the number of children is equally hard to defend from an equality perspective. If 
early retirement was linked to childcare duties, or childcare leave, then fathers who took childcare 
leave should be able to retire earlier as well. 

A large majority of Western European countries have progressively eliminated retirement age 
differences between women and men (the few exceptions include United Kingdom and Austria). Yet 
so far, the equalization of retirement ages is not a common trend in CEE countries, with Poland 
figuring as the country with the most intense, and so far unsolved, debate about the issue.  

Equalizing women’s and men’s retirement ages appears to be a reasonable demand in the interest of 
equal treatment. Moreover, it becomes a practical necessity in pension systems that are strongly 
individualized, and link contributions and benefits closely. This is a clear result of the Polish 
simulations (Wóycicka et.al. 2003). Under these conditions, the surest way to avoid further erosion 
of women’s retirement protection is to bring the statutory retirement age for women into equality 
with men’s. Without this equalization, the retreat from redistribution will leave women at 
substantially greater risk of poverty as the reforms are phased in. This risk provides strong 
justification for equal treatment.  

However, the equalization of retirement ages typically demands greater adjustments on the side of 
women than on men, since a lowering of men’s retirement age does not appear like a viable 
financial solution. Moreover, a higher retirement age for women is likely to create a considerable 
strain on established patterns of in-family childcare provision. Official data is weak on the matter, 
but to any close observer, the amount of, mostly unpaid, childcare work done by retired women 
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throughout the region is obvious. Three types of consequences of an increase in women’s retirement 
age could possibly result from raising women’s retirement age, each posing new challenges to be 
addressed by social policy: 

• A gap between the legal and de-facto retirement age of women. Despite financial 
consequences throughout their entire remaining lifetime, women take advantage of early 
retirement provisions, in order to support their younger family members.23  

• As the supply of childcare by elderly women decreases with a higher retirement age, a 
greater demand for affordable, quality institutionalized childcare services is to be expected.  

• Those parents who can no longer rely on grandmothers to provide childcare and who cannot 
afford or access institutional childcare, will face great difficulties in combining work and 
family responsibilities. Given the established gender role assignments, it is to be expected 
that women will see themselves forced to withdraw from the workforce as a result. 

Second, the scale of income redistribution in a pension system, and the relation between 
contributions and benefits are crucial for gender differences in pension outcomes. The 1990s 
witnessed a major regional trend in the direction of linking the magnitude of an individual’s pension 
benefit more closely to earnings and work history. Consequently income redistribution toward low-
income workers has been progressively reduced or eliminated entirely. This trend appears in both 
the public pension schemes and the new privatized ones. It is particularly strong in those pension 
systems which have converted the first, public, pillar of the pension system to a Notional Defined 
Benefit calculation. 

Individualization of benefit entitlement accumulation is advantageous to women and men with 
higher incomes, and hurts all workers, women or men, with lower ones. In a system based on 
individual accumulation of pension rights and close links between contributions and benefits, gender 
inequalities in the larger environment have a substantial impact on pension rights and the future 
level of benefits. Women have lower incomes than men on average and tend to have more irregular 
working lives and longer breaks in their employment histories, which produces an overall shorter 
tenure.  

The trend towards individualization of benefit entitlements and the strengthening of individual as 
opposed to derived social security rights has been interpreted as potentially beneficial for women 
because it makes them independent from a husband or other family members (ILO 2001, EWL 
2001). In the CEE transition context, however, the trend towards individualization of social security 
rights falls together with a trend towards declining employment opportunities, and, in some 
contexts, declining labor force participation of women. Under such labor market conditions, women 
may have fewer chances to accumulate individual social security entitlements than before, and fewer 
chances than men. Thus, there is a risk that ongoing reforms do away with derived social security 
rights at a moment when women’s social security depends increasingly on them.  

Third, the regulations regarding gender differences in life expectancies in private pensions are a 
central issue still to be solved in a number of countries. What should we take as equal treatment for 
men and women with identical histories of earnings retiring at the same age? Identical total average 
accumulation over the entire period of retirement? Or identical average monthly benefits? Both the 
                                                 
23 There is some evidence from the Czech Republic that this is already a noticeable result of the tightening of access to 
early retirement. (Kuchařová et.al. 2003) 
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method chosen for calculating the annuities and the arrangements put in place for enforcing this 
method are of great importance for the future well being of retired women. 

From a public policy and non-discrimination perspective, equal monthly contributions should result 
in equal monthly benefits. Thus, the latter approach is preferable for three reasons (Fultz & 
Steinhilber 2003).  

• First, the use of gender-specific averages masks the substantial overlap that exists in the 
actual mortality of individual men and women. In fact, substantial numbers of men live 
longer than the average female life expectancy; substantial numbers of women die before 
they reach it; and substantial numbers of men and women live to be nearly the same age. 
Statistics in the European Union, for example, reveal that about 86 per cent of all men and 
women die at around the same age (European Commission 2003a). Using group averages to 
set the pension benefits of individuals whose actual longevity does not match the averages 
would have a capricious effect, creating many unjustified winners and losers – i.e. men who 
outlive the female average but receive a higher pension anyway based on their own sex’s 
shorter average longevity (winners), and women whose longevity falls short of the male 
average but who receive lower pensions anyway because other women live longer (losers).  

• Second, a person’s sex might not be a good indicator of insurance risk. A number of studies 
show that life expectancy is strongly influenced by other factors such as marital status, socio-
economic factors, employment/ unemployment, smoking, or nutritional habits (European 
Commission 2003a). If group treatment is applied to women, should we not also give smaller 
monthly benefits to nonsmokers who, on average, outlive smokers; to the more affluent 
members of society who, on average, outlive the less affluent; to members of racial and 
ethnic majorities who, on average, outlive members of minority groups; and to those free 
from genetic vulnerability to life threatening diseases such as cancer, hemophilia, or heart 
disease who, on average, outlive less lucky members of society (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003)? 

• Third, although the new individual savings schemes of Hungary and Poland are privately 
managed, they are still part of the pension system and as such have public purposes.24 The 
most basic of these is to pool risks across the population so as to provide everyone a minimal 
level of protection against poverty arising from uncertain longevity. Paying lower benefits to 
those who live longer would defeat this objective, subjecting them to greater risk of poverty 
at every stage of their retired lives. 

In principle, the question of equal treatment of women and men in privately managed individual 
savings accounts arises not only with respect to mandatory pension schemes. The European 
Commission has recently proposed legislation which would outlaw gender discrimination in private 
insurance in general (European Commission 2003a, 2003b, 2003c). So far, the issue of gender 
discrimination in voluntary insurance has not arisen as an issue of public debate in pension reform 
processes in transition countries, however.  

                                                 
24 For similar reasons have Western European countries regulated equal treatment of women and men in all mandatory 
pension schemes. Conversation with B. Helfferich, Member of Cabinet, European Commission, Cabinet of Ms. Anna 
Diamantopoulou, 11.12.2003 
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Beyond laws requiring equal treatment, there is need for regulatory structures that support 
compliance and enforcement of these laws (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003). This need arises from the 
simple fact that the required use of joint life expectancy tables creates rational incentives for annuity 
providers to devise ways to attract men and discourage women. After all, the annuity for a woman 
will, on average, cost the provider more than an annuity for a man, for the simple reason that, on 
average, women will collect their benefits for longer periods. For providers, averages matter. They 
might, for example, target men in advertising, dispatch agents to locations where men congregate, or 
offer gifts that men value. There are many other possibilities for subtle discrimination.25 

 

 
IV.  National and international mechanisms and processes for gender 

mainstreaming in social security reforms 

So far, there has been relatively little attention and action on gender equality in social security 
reforms in European transition economies. The absence of gender was particularly evident during 
the beginning of the reform decade of the 1990s. During the early years of transition, other concerns 
were seen as more pressing by national decision makers, as well as the general public. Primary 
attention was directed at the establishment of market economies and liberal democracies, without 
any recognition of the gender dimensions contained therein. Moreover, the discourse of equality of 
women and men was commonly associated with the pre-1989 political systems, making it all the 
more difficult to raise attention to present forms of gender inequality. 

Over the course of the decade of the 1990s, under considerable international influence, attention to 
gender inequality grew in a number of policy areas. With the Fourth UN World Conference on 
Women in Beijing 1995, all governments in the region undersigned the commitment to 
“mainstreaming a gender perspective in all policies and programmes so that before decisions are 
taken, an analysis is made of the effects on women and men, respectively” (UN Beijing Platform for 
Action 1996, paragraph 164). The commitment and resulting need for follow-up activities 
constituted an important push factor to direct attention to the gender dimensions of policy making 
throughout the entire region. In the group of countries which started the negotiation process for EU 
membership, the need for compliance with the EU common body of legislation, the acquis 
communautaire, constituted another external influence in favor of greater attention to matters of 
gender discrimination in the economy. In most countries, equal opportunities and equal treatment 
became a matter of concentrated national decision making once Chapter 13 of the acquis, the 
chapter on employment and social policy, was opened for negotiations with the European Union.  

It has to be noted, however, that social security in general, and gender aspects therein, are not 
explicitly addressed in the most relevant international documents and legislative frameworks on 
gender equality and gender mainstreaming so far. One specific reference to gender equality in social 
security rights is found in the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW), where the “right to social security, particularly in cases of retirement, 
                                                 
25 This potential is greatest under a system such as that in Hungary where the law allows for multiple, competing annuity 
providers. Were there instead one single provider for the country, there would be no opportunity for that firm to 
discriminate in selecting its customers from among a larger pool of private scheme members. This option is among three 
arrangements being considered in Poland (Chłon 2002:135).  
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unemployment, sickness, invalidity and old age and other incapacity to work, as well as the right to 
paid leave” is mentioned, alongside an encouragement to state parties to provide the “necessary 
supporting social services to enable parents to combine family obligations with work responsibilities 
and participation in public life, in particular through promoting the establishment and development 
of a network of childcare facilities” (UN 1979). While provisions for parental leave and the 
importance of family benefits are highlighted both in the BPfA26, and addressed by a specific EU 
directive27, the other fields of social security addressed in this note, family benefits in general, and 
pensions, are not covered explicitly. The proposed new EU directive on Equal Treatment in Access 
to and Provision of Goods and Services could be an important step toward non-discrimination in the 
field of private pension insurance (European Commission 2003c). Because of its innovative 
character and comprehensive focus, its influence as a legal instrument for gender equality and tool 
for equality advocates could reach well beyond the European Union. 

While not an exclusive gender issue, the analysis and projections of the impact of pension reforms 
illustrate a pressing need for adherence to minimum standards that ensure decent levels of protection 
in retirement for all those with low earnings. Pension reform trends of the 1990s in the European 
region give reason for concern about the respect for minimum standards, in particular for women. 
Useful benchmarks here are provided by the ILO Convention 102 on Minimum Standards of Social 
Security, as well as the European Social Security Code (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003). While 
international standards do not include a specific focus on gender equality they are useful instruments 
for advocates of gender equality as well. 

In the absence of international regulations, a national commitment to gender equality in all areas of 
social security, and national capacity to ensure gender mainstreaming in policymaking, thus become 
paramount. As the more detailed analysis of reforms in family benefits and pensions above has 
illustrated, however, gender analysis and gender mainstreaming have been insufficient so far in 
European transition economies. Moreover, gender mainstreaming has been hampered by the 
controversial and unsettled nature of gender equality in social security itself. The need for a 
comprehensive approach which takes the links between social security and other policies, e.g. in the 
field of employment, into consideration is adding another challenge to the endeavor of gender 
mainstreaming.  

In many cases, gender sensitive policy analysis is impeded in its early stages already by the fact that 
data is absent, or disperse and difficult to access, both for decision makers and the interested public 
at large. As data is lacking on the national level, comparative statistics on gender in social security 
on a regional or international level are even more rare. Consequently, the lack of comparable 
statistical information creates important limitations for a regional approach to policy analysis and 
advice (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003). On the national level, for instance, sex-disaggregated data on 
social security beneficiaries is not widely available, or not available at all. It is therefore impossible 
in most countries to get exact information on the numbers of fathers using parental leave and/or 
receiving parental benefits. Exact figures on the availability and cost of childcare services are 
equally difficult to obtain, a problem which is exacerbated by the progressive decentralization and 
diversification of childcare service provision in a number of countries. Greater efforts are needed to 
                                                 
26 Beijing Platform for Action, Strategic Objective F.6. “Promote harmonization of work and family life for women and 
men” 
27 European Union, Council Directive 96/34/EC of 3 June 1996 on the framework agreement on parental leave 
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improve and unify gender-relevant information and data in the field of social security, and to make 
data accessible to analysts and policy experts. 

Policy making for gender equality is also impeded by the absence of a common understanding of the 
meaning of equality, and the lack of information on the expectations and needs of beneficiaries with 
respect to social security. Qualitative research has illustrated the diverse understandings of the 
meaning of gender equality in social security, reaching from support to women in their traditional 
roles to incentives for fathers to take over a less stereotypical male role, a fact that further 
complicates the development and implementation of gender mainstreaming in social security policy 
(Steinhilber 2003). Having only insufficient information on the actual use of, and access to, social 
security, it is all the more difficult to obtain information on users’ opinions about available benefits, 
and their expectations and needs with respect to benefits and services, and possible gender 
differences herein. The lack of information and data is particularly striking in the area of parental 
leave and parental benefits, as well as childcare institutions (Karat Coalition 2003).  

A central problem for gender mainstreaming in social security policy so far appears to be the lack of 
integration between diverse legislative and policy discourses: Debates and decision making about 
social security do not yet include concerns for gender equality, and, vice versa, national debates and 
legislative processes around non-discrimination and gender equality have so far rarely paid attention 
to the specifics of social security. An important visible link is the question of parent’s ability to 
combine work and family responsibilities, focusing heavily on the availability of childcare services, 
and the link between childcare and women’s position on the labor market. As the analysis of key 
gender issues above has highlighted, however, there is a whole range of other questions of 
importance for gender equality which deserve urgent political attention throughout the region. 

Greater efforts toward gender mainstreaming in economic and social policy making are thus needed 
at the national level, in particular in the field of social security policy, to strengthen existing links, 
and establish new lines of debate and action. Gender has so far not been effectively brought into the 
mainstream of social security reform debates. As the analysis of both family benefits and pension 
reforms has indicated, there is a need to increase awareness on the gender dimensions of policies 
among planners and policymakers, as well as the general public and a need to increase technical 
knowledge on the gender impacts of social security. Conversely, advocates of gender equality need 
to become more familiar with social security, in order to participate in debates and assess the 
possibilities and limitations of social security policy to amend existing gender inequalities. 

A bundling and exchange of experience and resources, nationally as well as regionally and 
internationally, would be an important contribution toward gender mainstreaming in social security. 
Naturally, international organizations have a key role to play in this respect. Forging stronger links 
between policy-making and academic expertise, as well as between policymaking and academia 
with ongoing debates and action among civil society actors could contribute to sharing and learning 
from available experience, and developing much-needed innovative policy solutions. Recent 
international debates around the potential of social policy in general, and family policy specifically, 
to achieve gender role change by “making men into fathers”, for example, have so far not been taken 
up in CEE policy debates (Hobson 2002). Because of the continued energy invested in social 
security reforms, and continued reform pressures, for example by labor market, as well as 
demographic trends, the region could with good reasons become a front-runner for gender equality 
in social security policy. 
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The hopes connected to gender mainstreaming in social security policy should not fly too high, 
however. The analysis of gender and social security reforms raises a number of problems whose 
solutions lie outside the social security system as such, and social security policy may not be the tool 
of choice to redressing gender inequality (Fultz & Steinhilber 2003). For example, gender inequality 
in the labor market is a key factor for explaining gender equality in social security, for example the 
persistent gender wage gap and higher unemployment rates experienced by women in a number of 
countries. Culture and education are also important sources of gender inequality which are reflected 
in the social security system, for example the unequal division of child care responsibilities between 
women and men. In these wider aspects, social security alone is a weak instrument for reshaping 
entrenched beliefs and practices that sustain gender inequalities. Broader action is needed on gender 
issues that shape the impact of social security systems, and permit the continuous reproduction of 
gender inequality in and through social security. Thus, integrated responses are needed in a variety 
of policy areas, combining social security reforms with changes in other fields, be they economic 
policies or others, including labor law, affirmative action and increased political representation of 
women, public education and strong legal protection against discrimination in all aspects of 
economic and social life. 
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Annex 

Table 1. Total fertility rate in members EU and candidates EU 
 
 1990 1995 1998 1999 2000 
EU Members 1,45 1,40 1,34 1,32 1,34 
Austria 1,62 1,55 1,59 1,61 1,66 
Belgium 1,45 1,25 1,36 1,36 1,36 
Germany 1,67 1,80 1,72 1,73 1,77 
Denmark 1,36 1,18 1,16 1,20 1,24 
Spain 1,78 1,81 1,70 1,74 1,73 
Finland 1,78 1,71 1,76 1,79 1,89 
France 1,39 1,32 1,29 1,28 1,29 
Greece 2,11 1,84 1,93 1,88 1,89 
Ireland 1,33 1,20 1,20 1,23 1,23 
Italy 1,60 1,69 1,68 1,73 1,79 
Luxembourg 1,62 1,53 1,63 1,65 1,72 
Netherlands 1,57 1,40 1,46 1,49 1,52 
Portugal 2,13 1,73 1,50 1,50 1,54 
Sweden 1,83 1,71 1,71 1,68 1,65 
      
EU Candidates 1,82 1,23 1,11 1,23 1,26 
Bulgaria 2,42 2,13 1,92 1,83 1,83 
Cyprus 1,90 1,28 1,16 1,13 1,14 
Czech Republic 2,04 1,32 1,21 1,24 1,39 
Estonia 1,87 1,57 1,33 1,29 1,32 
Hungary 2,01 1,26 1,10 1,18 1,24 
Latvia 2,02 1,49 1,36 1,35 1,27 
Lithuania 2,05 1,83 1,81 1,72 1,67 
Malta 2,05 1,62 1,44 1,37 1,34 
Poland 1,84 1,34 1,32 1,30 1,31 
Romania 1,46 1,29 1,23 1,21 1,26 
Slovenia 2,09 1,52 1,38 1,33 1,29 
Source: Czech Statistical Office, in: Marksova-Tominova 2003 
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Table 2. GDP per capita, family benefits – total and as a percentage of GDP, Hungary, 1990-
2000 (1990 HUF) 

 
 Year GDP per capita Total expenditure in 

billions 
Family benefits as a % 
of GDP 

1990 201 573 78,5 3.8 

1991 177 324 74,6 4.1 

1992 171 221 69,7 3.9 

1993 169 466 64,4 3.7 

1994 176 020 58,8 3.3 

1995 177 158 45,2 2.5 

1996 176 630 36,6 2.0 

1997 185 675 34,4 1.8 

1998 192 641  38,8 2.0 

1999 200 338 38,7 1.9 

2000 201 915 39,6 2.0 

Source: CSO Statistical Yearbooks and Statistical Yearbooks of the National Health Insurance Fund 
Administration, in Lukács and Frey 2003, Table 11. 

 

 

Figure 1. Family benefits as percentage of GDP. Poland 1990-98 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Hagemejer, K. Liwiński, J; and Wóycicka, I., Poland: Social Protection in Transition 
(ILO:2002) in Wóycicka et al. 2003, Table 3. 
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Table 3. The value of family allowance benefits, 1990-1997. (per child benefit for couples with 
two children, per cent average wage) 

 

Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 

Slovakia 10.3 9.1 7.4 5.9 9.2 8.9 8.1 7.1 

Hungary 16.1 14.3 13.9 12.0 9.6 8.2 6.8 7.7 

Slovenia 9.5 9.0 8.1 9.2 8.2 7.5 6.3 5.6 

Estonia - - 10.0 8.3 6.3 5.3 4.9 4.7 

Latvia - - 10.8 8.8 5.8 4.6 5.1 4.0 

Russia - - 10.2 3.5 5.5 6.6 6.3 6.1 

Azerbaijan - - - 5.4 3.7 2.5 7.6 6.4 

Turkmenistan - - - - 1.9 2.7 1.7 1.3 

Source: MONEE project database, UNICEF 1999 

 

 

Table 4. Three family benefits, total spending and spending as a percentage of GDP, the Czech 
Republic, 1996-2000 (CZK, thousands) 

 
Benefit 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 
Child allowance 12,194 12,495 11,493 12,474 12,748 
Social allowance 6,244 6,224 6,273 6,251 6,199 
Parent allowance 7,357 7,612 7,780 7,718 7,691 
Total of three benefits 25,795 26,331 25,546 26,443 26,638 
Gross domestic product (GDP) 1,447,700 1,432,800 1,401,300 1,390,600 1,433,800 
GDP accounted for by the three 
benefits 

1.78% 1.83% 1.82% 1.90% 1.85% 

Source:  Kuchařová et al. 2003, Appendix Table 9. 
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Table 5. Equal treatment of men and women with respect to various national benefits for child 
care, benefit and year equalized. The example of the Czech Republic, Hungary and 
Poland. 

 
Country Benefit Year equalized 

Czech. Parental allowance 1990  

 Right to return to same job     
following allowance 

 

2001 

Hungary Child care fee 1992 

 Child care allowance 1992 

 Child raising benefit 1998 

Poland Child care benefit 1995 

 Child raising allowance 1996 

Source:  Kuchařová et al., Lukács and Frey, and Wóycicka et al., all 2003, in Fultz, Ruck & Steinhilber (eds.) 2003 
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Table 6. Retirement Ages for Men and Women in EU Accession Countries 
 

 
 Current law Men Women 
Bulgaria 2000 Increasing to 63 in 2005 by 6 

months/year 
Increasing to 60 in 1009 by 6 
months/year 

Czech Republic 1995 Increasing to 62 by 2006 by 2 
months/year 

Increasing to 57-61 
(depending on number of 
children raised) by 4 
months/year 

Estonia 1998, in force 
2000 

63 Increasing to 63 in 2016 by 6 
months/year 

Hungary 1996 Increasing to 62 in 2001 by 1 
year every second year 

Increasing to 62 in 2009 by 1 
year every second year 

Latvia 1998 Increasing to 62 in 2003 by 6 
months/year 

Increasing to 62 in 2008 by 6 
months/year 

Lithuania 1994, 2000 Increasing to 62.5 in 2003 by 
6 months/year 

Increasing to 60 in 2006 by 6 
months/year 

Poland 1998 (in force 
1999) 

65, with early retirement 
eliminated beginning in 200728

60, with early retirement 
eliminated beginning in 2007 

Romania 2000 Increasing to 65 in 2015 by 1 
month/quarter year 

Increasing to 60 in 2015 by 1 
month/quarter year 

Slovak Republic 198829 60 53-57 (depending on number 
of children raised)3 

Slovenia 1999 6330 61 
Source: Fultz 2003 

                                                 
28 Elimination of early retirement applies to those covered by the new system, i.e. born after 1948. There will be 
exceptions for a narrow list of occupations, to be specified by future regulations. 
29 A new act is under preparation by the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, and Family that will increase the retirement 
age gradually to 62 for both women and men. 
30 Retirement prior to the age of 63 for men and 61 for women entails penalties (with exceptions for certain groups of 
insured). It is also possible to receive bonuses (i.e. higher accrual rates) if the working period is greater than 40 years for 
men, or 38 years for women. 
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Figure 2. Simulated replacement rates for Polish birth cohorts 1949-1974,  
Female retiring at 60 (lower series) and at age 65 (upper series) 
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Source: Chłon-Dominczak in Wóycicka et.al. 2003 

 


