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MARY DALY 

Gender Mainstreaming in 
Theory and Practice 

Abstract 
This article utilizes the findings of a recently completed, eight-country
research project to visit some key issues in the theory and practice
of gender mainstreaming. The research results indicate that gender
mainstreaming is a diverse entity when looked at from a cross-
national perspective but rather hollow when considered within the
national setting. To the extent that there is a “common core” to
gender mainstreaming in action across countries, it lies in the ten-
dency to apply the approach in a technocratic way and to be non-
systemic in compass. The argument is advanced that this is at least
in part attributable to particularities in the development of main-
streaming. The article suggests that gender mainstreaming is under-
developed as a concept and identifies a need to elaborate further on
some fundaments. In particular, the conceptualization of main-
streaming needs to be rethought with special attention devoted to
the understanding of the problematic of gender inequality that
underlies it and the articulation of the relationship between gender
mainstreaming and societal change. 

Gender mainstreaming is one of those essentially technical
concepts that has managed to achieve a relatively wide currency in a
short time. It is a term that has no ready popular resonance and yet is
now used quite comfortably in policy circles. One can speculate as to
the reasons why gender mainstreaming seems to have captured
the imagination of policy-makers. As the research reported here
shows, it is seen as the most “modern” approach to gender equality.
Another, not unrelated, factor is its wide promotion by international
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organizations, such as the United Nations (UN), Council of Europe,
and European Union (EU). For all that, it is a term that appears to
travel well; yet, the character and robustness of gender mainstream-
ing are not beyond question. The theoretical literature has focused
especially on gender mainstreaming as a political strategy. The par-
ticularity of the literature is striking in other ways as well. For exam-
ple, the division is unclear between work that seeks to advance
mainstreaming theoretically and that which focuses on its articula-
tion as a policy approach. Indeed, the development of gender main-
streaming as a theoretical concept and its promotion as a model of
policy-making have proceeded simultaneously, with some of the
most significant conceptual elaboration of gender mainstreaming
having been carried out under the auspices of policy organizations
(especially the Council of Europe). Although this is not in itself nec-
essarily problematic, it has served to influence which aspects of gen-
der mainstreaming have been foregrounded for analysis and
development. As it stands now, I consider it fair to say that gender
mainstreaming is better developed as (policy) approach than concept. 

A dialogue between research and theory is therefore timely. This
piece seeks to engage in such a dialogue by utilizing some of the prin-
cipal findings from a recent cross-national research project to address
key issues in understanding gender mainstreaming. The critique to be
developed is not one based solely on praxis. To an extent an exercise
confronting theory with practice, the aim is to employ the findings to
reflect on critical aspects of policy-making and to inquire further into
the theoretical underpinnings of gender mainstreaming. In this
endeavor two issues are seen to be critical: the problematic of gender
mainstreaming (in the sense of the relationship between gender main-
streaming and gender inequality) and the relationship between gen-
der mainstreaming and social change. 

The empirical fundament of the piece comes from a recently con-
cluded EU-funded study. Known by the acronym EQUAPOL, the
research centered on case studies of how gender is being integrated
into policy in the following eight countries: Belgium, France,
Greece, Ireland, Lithuania, Spain, Sweden, and the United King-
dom.1 Running from 2002 to 2004, the project was oriented to
cross-national comparison of how gender mainstreaming is con-
ceived of by policy-makers and other stakeholders, the vision
underlying gender mainstreaming as practiced for policy purposes,
and the measures that are being taken to put gender mainstreaming
in place in different national settings. In sum, the aim was to assess
the progress and impact of gender mainstreaming in a range of
national settings. The eight countries were selected for comparison
mainly on criteria relating to their history of addressing gender
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relations and their tradition of public policy-making. The original
hypotheses of the study sought to establish whether and how the
history and tradition of policy-making affected the approach taken
to gender and the readiness to adopt gender mainstreaming (as the
“latest” approach). In addition to a country’s general approach, the
study focused on progress in implementing gender mainstreaming
in fields of social policy (especially income and education policies).
The empirical data of the project mainly consisted of information
obtained through interviews with policy-makers and key stakehold-
ers. This piece concentrates selectively on the results. Rather than
detailing institutions and practices in each national setting, it is
overview and broad-brush in nature. Its main intent is to consider
the extent to which key findings, especially those relating to cross-
national variation, speak to how adequate gender mainstreaming is
for the task at hand and how well it has been thought through and
conceptualized.2 

Main Trends in Relation to Gender Mainstreaming 

The distinctiveness of the gender mainstreaming approach is that it
seeks to institutionalize equality by embedding gender-sensitive prac-
tices and norms in the structures, processes, and environment of
public policy. All the countries examined in the study have made a
formal commitment to implement a gender mainstreaming approach
to gender equality. However, to say this is to say relatively little
because there is much cross-national variation. 

Looking across the eight countries, a number of broad trends are
to be observed. 

One quite robust pattern is that countries are spreading responsi-
bility for gender across units or departments. This can be read as a
move toward gender mainstreaming and away from the former cen-
tralization of responsibility for gender and the practice of treating
gender as a specialist field of policy (as implied by both equal treat-
ment and positive action approaches). The shift is being effected in
different ways or through different means. In some countries—Ireland
and the United Kingdom—“decentralization” is being led by the revi-
sion of equal treatment legislation to involve all public bodies in
antidiscrimination policy. The roots of gender inequality are in this
view seen to lie in proscribable gender-based discriminatory prac-
tices. In these two countries antidiscrimination legislation does not
exhaust the approach to gender—it is flanked by efforts to introduce
gender mainstreaming (albeit on a selective basis) alongside an
expansion of positive action measures. In other countries the preferred
method of spreading responsibility is through the “transversal”
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action plan on gender equality (Belgium, France, Greece, Lithuania,
and Spain). Though it takes different forms and varies in how widely
it extends and in its coherence as a plan or strategy (as against a col-
lection of measures), the underlying strategy is for different ministries
to be assigned or assume objectives and/or targets in relation to gender
equality as part of an overall plan. In a third scenario the systematic
use of gender analysis tools in the design and implementation of all
policies is the signature piece of contemporary gender policy (Sweden).
What this means in practice is that all public, private, and voluntary
organizations (for example, ministries, public authorities, private
firms, voluntary associations, and so on) become active participants
in the attainment of gender equality in society and that they use dedi-
cated means and methods for that purpose. 

Another, and related, empirical trend is for national administra-
tions to treat gender mainstreaming in an “à la carte” fashion. One
of the most notable features of gender mainstreaming as it is devel-
oped in the literature is that it is grounded on the one hand in an
analysis or vision of how gender inequality is perpetuated and on the
other in a range of activities and/or tools to attack inequality. The
latter include the production of gender disaggregated statistics, the
use of gender impact assessment methods, and gender budgeting.
This duality is not generally found in practice. Instead, what might
be called a “funneling effect” occurs whereby agencies adopt some of
the components of gender mainstreaming, especially tools or tech-
niques, often in the absence of an overall framework. As it is prac-
ticed within and across national settings, then, the implementation of
gender mainstreaming places an overarching, if not excessive, focus
on policy-makers acquiring skills and implementing a set of methods
and procedures. One could read this as a tendency toward “technoc-
ratization” of gender mainstreaming. This is certainly how it has
been represented in the literature (Beveridge and Nott 2002; Yeandle,
Booth, and Bennett 1998). To the extent that there is technocratiza-
tion, gender mainstreaming resembles more a mode of delivery than
a policy agenda or program in its own right. When selectivity reigns,
the research reveals gender analysis of policies to be the most favored
technique or policy practice. It, in turn, is understood in a technical
way, mainly as gender impact assessment of policies or of budgets
(that is, the scrutiny of policies for their gender friendliness). Sweden
is the exception in that it has in place an entire “package” in the sense
of an acceptance of the analysis of gender equality, as well as the inte-
gration of the full spectrum of relevant procedures for gender main-
streaming across levels of administration. The tendency towards
selectivity has been noted by other research also (Council of Europe
2000). 
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A third trend concerns the increasingly complex mix of equality
approaches to be found within and across countries. Rather than
gender mainstreaming supplanting other approaches to gender equal-
ity, the evidence for each country is of a mix of approaches.3 Com-
plexity is increased by the fact that the three models—equal
opportunities, positive action, and mainstreaming—are not separable
in practice but are intertwined with and build on one another. One
implication is that one cannot (and should not) study gender main-
streaming in isolation because it is in all countries predated by and
grounded in an existing history and set of gender equality measures.
Context matters. In addition, one can speak of a process of evolution
in gender equality policy in Europe. This process involves not just the
introduction of gender mainstreaming but ongoing significant
changes in the equal treatment and positive action approaches. For
example, in some countries positive action measures, which origi-
nally targeted women’s employment and human capital endow-
ments, are now being applied to what one might call the private
sphere (such as domestic violence in Spain) and more widely in policy
spheres beyond their traditional “home” in employment and educa-
tion. Apart from this, the focus of positive action has broadened to
include measures specifically targeted at men (for example, boys’
educational development programs in Ireland) or at both women and
men (gender stereotyping interventions in France, Greece, and
Spain). Equal treatment legislation has also undergone important
development. In many countries such legislation has been reformed
to broaden both the concept of discrimination and the sphere of
application (for example, public services and facilities, aside from
education and the workplace). In effect, the three approaches should
be seen as evolving simultaneously. 

It should be noted that these findings challenge those parts of the
literature that have tended to represent the three approaches rather
schematically, in terms, for instance, of three generations. Rees
(1998), for example, portrays the emergence and development of
each of the approaches as confined to the specific circumstances and
periods of time during which they became dominant in the countries
of Europe and in EU policy. Her description of the approaches, then,
draws on the main features characterizing each at a particular period
of time. In effect, Rees “freezes” each approach and in so doing pre-
cludes the possibility that each may develop and change over time.
For example, her characterization of equal treatment draws on the
hallmark features of legal measures for gender equality introduced in
the 1970s. These were rooted in the idea that women should not be
discriminated against vis-à-vis men. Positive action, regarded as the
main approach during the 1980s, is depicted as based on the recognition
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that women and men are “different” in key respects and that such
differences, as well as the failure to deal with them, have acted to dis-
advantage women. Gender mainstreaming, for its part, is represented
as an approach that turns attention away from individuals and their
rights (equal treatment) or deficiencies and disadvantages (positive
action) toward those systems, processes, and norms that generate
such inequalities. The findings of the study outlined here suggest that
we should cast a cold eye on chronological periodization—
approaches to gender equality are living entities, enduring over time
and also subject to change and capable of showing dynamism. It is
also worth underlining that the contemporary policy mix in relation
to gender is more complex than that which prevailed in the past—no
country has only one approach in operation. Rather, different
approaches sit alongside each other, and approaches are being
hybridized. Hence, the distinctions among different approaches are
less clear-cut than one might assume. All of this speaks strongly
against seeing approaches as fixed and distinct. 

The discussion thus far implies a strong sense of similarity across
countries. To leave it at this would be to seriously mislead the reader;
in fact, while countries might be heading in a roughly similar direc-
tion, their departure point and the substance of their activities and
objectives in the service of “gender mainstreaming” vary hugely. 

The Problematic of Gender Mainstreaming 

Policy-makers in all eight countries make the rhetorical claim that
they are applying a gender mainstreaming approach. This cannot be
taken at face value because they mean something quite different by
this. Taking countries as a whole, at least three varieties of a gender
mainstreaming approach can be identified. The first, with Sweden as
the locus classicus, can be styled an “integrated approach.” Gender
mainstreaming is employed in a global fashion, whereby responsibil-
ity for gender equality is extended to most, if not all, actors involved
in public policy and is embedded across institutions in society. The
second variant, found in Belgium and Ireland, can be depicted as
“mainstreaming in the form of limited transversality.” In these con-
texts of “mainstreaming light,” transversality indicates little more
than the involvement of different government departments or minis-
tries in the implementation of a plan or program around gender
equality. What gender mainstreaming means in these contexts is a
spreading out of responsibility for gender-related objectives to more
line ministries. However, mainstreaming is at an early stage of devel-
opment and typically does not span the entire policy spectrum or hier-
archy. In a third scenario, true especially of France and the United
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Kingdom and to a lesser extent Greece and Spain, gender main-
streaming is a highly fragmented endeavor, confined either to a small
number of policy domains or to a specific program within a domain
and disconnected from general governmental policy on gender.
Mainstreaming in these countries is a tender shoot. Whether the
activities that are going on merit the label is debatable. To the extent
that mainstreaming implies breadth and depth, it probably should
not be deemed to be in operation in these countries. 

Although the cross-national characterization presented above is
new, in some ways the point about variability has been anticipated
by the literature. Over time, and especially as an empirical base of
work has begun to build up (Behning and Serrano Pascual 2001;
Mackay and Bilton 2003; Rubery and Fagan 2000; Yeandle, Booth,
and Bennett 1998), scholars have come to recognize that gender
mainstreaming is a variable entity. One can espy two kinds of
responses to diversity in the literature. The first is to suggest that the
lack of widespread agreement on how gender mainstreaming is prac-
ticed and understood is not problematic, given that its meaning is
contingent and constructed in context. Walby (2005a), for example,
indicates that the contrasts are theoretical rather than substantive
and that all approaches are capable of producing working defini-
tions. A second tendency is to broaden the definition. Booth and Bennett
(2002) tend in this direction, in that they view gender mainstreaming
as incorporating the three approaches (what they name equal treat-
ment, women’s perspective, gender perspective). Squires (in this vol-
ume) is even more inclusive. She suggests that mainstreaming should
cease to be understood as a distinctive strategy that moves beyond
the previous strategies of equality of opportunity and positive action
and instead be viewed as a broad strategy that entails the incorpora-
tion of the other two strategies as and when appropriate. It seems to
me that, apart from the conceptual stretching that is involved here,
this representation of mainstreaming is too contingent and runs the
risk of depicting mainstreaming as little more than a capacity to
incorporate the two approaches as the occasion calls. Although I
would not call for a uniform approach, in my view the lack of clarity
in the concept/approach at the present time is causal. It provides fertile
ground for political expediency, for example—because mainstream-
ing is so elastic, it is easy to make a claim to be doing mainstreaming.
In addition, one could attribute the tendency toward technocratization
to lack of clarity in definition and conceptualization. 

In this context it seems appropriate to recall some of the origins in
the literature of gender mainstreaming. Theoretically, gender main-
streaming draws from feminist analyses of gender inequality, aiming
to revise and further develop key feminist concepts and approaches.
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So grounded, gender mainstreaming claims to offer a superior under-
standing of the ways in which deeply embedded norms and assump-
tions about gender relations pervade all aspects of social and political
behavior, sustaining far-reaching gender inequalities in society
(Mazey 2000, 336). Gender mainstreaming is especially grounded in
a strategy of change, seeking to address gender inequality by focusing
effort on organizational culture, processes, and structures, especially
those associated with policy-making. The relationship between gen-
der mainstreaming and feminist theory is underlined in definitions of
gender mainstreaming provided by those official bodies that have
been foremost in actively promoting the implementation of the
approach. Thus, the Council of Europe, the UN, and the EU make
reference (either explicitly or implicitly) in their definitions to the
goal of gender mainstreaming as not just being about gender equality
but also being capable of achieving it. The research results on empir-
ical practice highlight a number of obstacles to the progress of gender
mainstreaming. 

One of the most significant results is that in seven out of the eight
countries studied, gender mainstreaming does not depart from an
analysis of gender inequality as a structural problem. Sweden is the
exception. The single most widespread motivation for introducing
gender mainstreaming is a general wish or compulsion to update
and/or improve gender equality policy. To explain: in a context
where gender mainstreaming is seen, and promoted by the EU espe-
cially, as the best (practice) approach, the primary incentive for
countries to engage with gender mainstreaming is to “modernize”
their gender equality approach and architecture in that direction.
Hence, the introduction of gender mainstreaming, rather than emerg-
ing out of or being embedded in a philosophy about gender inequal-
ity as a structural phenomenon, tends to stem from policy-making
exigencies or current styles or fashions. One could say that main-
streaming has won the “style battle.” Countries see it as in their
interests to update. Often, there is an instrumental reason for this: it
is quite common, for example, for the introduction of gender main-
streaming to be aimed at satisfying (usually EU) constraints tied to
the allocation of funding. Another motivation for gender main-
streaming, albeit less common, is for it to be aimed at more effective
achievement of policy objectives that are quite distant from gender
equality (for example, improvements in productivity). For these rea-
sons, gender mainstreaming tends not to be grounded in a discourse
about gender and equality—the debate about the acceptability of
gender inequality in society is one that took place much earlier in
most countries and has not been updated or revisited in a fundamental
way in the service of introducing gender mainstreaming. As a result,
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while one can find women and men present in the policy focus, gen-
dered social roles and relations tend not to be recognized as part of
the societal fabric of inequality. 

There are two underlying points here. The first is that gender
mainstreaming has become part of the accepted wisdom about what
modern gender equality architecture should look like—it has become
a symbol of modernity. Second, there is the fact that the “symbolic”
use of gender mainstreaming has an effect on the objectives adopted.
In particular, it serves to shift the orientation of and impetus for policy
change away from gender inequality as a policy problem and toward
the modernity of policies. These are not mutually exclusive, but cur-
rent practice means, then, that gender mainstreaming can be divorced
from overall gender equality objectives, an essential element of gen-
der mainstreaming as it is conceived theoretically. 

A second obstacle highlighted by the research is the possibility that
gender mainstreaming may not necessarily be gender-focused at all.
Let me explain. Many of the initiatives implemented under the rubric
of gender mainstreaming draw philosophically from a positive action
approach (which takes women as its focus). The Belgian Strategic
Plan for Equality Affairs, an initiative aimed at building a basis for
the consolidation of gender mainstreaming as the main approach to
gender equality, is a telling example. Drawing on the principles and
methods of transversal positive action plans, the Belgian Strategic
Plan consists of the implementation, on a cross-sectoral basis, of spe-
cific measures mostly targeted at women.4 Another example, along
with the Belgian plan, is the integration of a woman’s, rather than a
gender, perspective as part of mainstreaming policy in various
regions of Spain. Take the initiative to integrate a woman’s perspec-
tive in environmental policy in Andalusia for example: this is done
through a women-specific program (Women and the Environment
[GEODA]), which is not informed by a gender analysis. Given that
the tradition of gender equality policy in these two countries has
largely favored a positive action approach, these examples suggest
one hypothesis about the trajectory of gender equality policy: in
countries with a positive action tradition, some gender mainstream-
ing principles and techniques can be accommodated in a tradition of
equality policy that has different principles, methods, and institu-
tions. Once again, malleability (or perhaps more benignly framed
“inclusiveness”) as a characteristic of gender mainstreaming comes
to mind. 

In sum, the reported research results question both the presence
and uniqueness of the two main elements that have been used to
characterize gender mainstreaming in comparison with the other
gender approaches: (1) that the goal of gender mainstreaming is to
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tackle structures of inequality (rather than discrimination or
women’s disadvantage), and (2) that, contrary to the other two
approaches, it incorporates a gender perspective. Policy, it seems, is
carving out new possibilities. In this context, scholarship cannot shy
away from the matter of what is distinctive and particular about gen-
der mainstreaming. 

Gender Mainstreaming and Change 

As well as questions of constitution or problematic, the extent to
which gender mainstreaming is transformative is a critical issue. A
signature appeal of gender mainstreaming is that it promises to bring
about change and transform the status quo. The context of gender
mainstreaming is developmental, in that, at the risk of slight exagger-
ation, it represents an accumulation of learning over some three
decades about gender inequality and the best policy to address it. In
the words of Verloo (2001, 3–4), “By reorganising policy processes
so that regular policy makers will be obliged and capable to [sic]
incorporate a perspective of gender equality in their policies, this
strategy aims at a fundamental transformation, eliminating gender
biases, and redirecting policies so that they can contribute towards
the goal of gender equality.” 

Let us consider the evidence. For the purpose of identifying poten-
tial changes, it is helpful to register that there are at least five differ-
ent levels or dimensions at which gender mainstreaming may take
effect. One is at the level of discourse or rhetoric. In this regard, the
EQUAPOL research provides evidence of a clear shift in discourse
from a focus on women to one focusing on women and men (with
the family often as backdrop, alongside the labor market). However,
the extent of the shift is questionable—I am reluctant to characterize
the discourse as being one of gender because in most cases an analy-
sis of power relations is lacking. Second, there has been institutional
or structural change in that dedicated gender mainstreaming units
have been set up in a number of countries. These are often seen as
technical support units and are usually staffed by people who are
skilled in gender mainstreaming. Their task is to provide training for
policy-makers on the techniques and tools of gender mainstreaming.
Third, there has been innovation in the tools used to make policy—as
outlined above, gender focused policy analysis, evaluation, and mon-
itoring mechanisms have been introduced. Fourth, and as a result of
the last two types of change, new data has been made available
(sometimes this means old data with new disaggregations), and new
research has been undertaken. Finally, the research identified some
innovation in the way that policy is made. The range of official
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actors in the policy process has broadened, especially through the
inclusion of those in line ministries or departments or agencies here-
tofore not associated with gender. Furthermore, there has been a vis-
ible increase in social dialogue through the institutionalization of
consultation practices, the creation or consolidation of advisory bod-
ies representing women’s groups (for example, women’s national
councils), and an increase in government investment with a view to
equipping women’s representatives with the necessary skills to par-
ticipate in policy-making. 

Care needs to be taken in attributing significance to these develop-
ments, however. There are two main reasons why they might be
characterized as innovation rather than change. The first is that
progress has been generally limited, as well as uneven, within and
across countries. Only three of the eight countries in the study—
Belgium, Ireland, and Sweden—show evidence that the introduction
of mainstreaming has been associated with change. There is evidence
for these countries of some change in the understanding of the ine-
quality problematic, as well as the establishment of new policy prac-
tices, techniques, or institutions (associated with the specific aim of
integrating a gender perspective into policy-making across different
domains). However, two caveats have to be registered about the
broader picture as regards change. First, in no country other than
Sweden has there been change across the spectrum, that is, in the dis-
courses, structures, processes, and agency of policy within and across
domains. Second, there is significant variation among countries in
terms of the degree of change. In a number of cases, especially France
and the United Kingdom (at central government level), and to a lesser
extent Greece and Spain (the latter also at central government level),
gender mainstreaming efforts, while present, are highly fragmented,
being confined either to a particular domain or to a specific program
within a policy domain, and generally disconnected from general
governmental policy on gender. 

The second reason to be careful is the lack of depth or embedded-
ness. There are a number of grounds to be skeptical about gender
mainstreaming in this respect. The most profound centers on the
meaning of transversalism. As reported, one of the most widespread
interpretations of mainstreaming is of transversalism. However, not
only is there a selective utilization of different components of gender
mainstreaming, but also the transversalism that exists, while it might
extend widely, is not embedded. This is the antithesis of the holistic
change that is at the core of gender mainstreaming as conceptualized
in academic work. Jahan (1995) offers some conceptual assistance
here, in differentiating between policy that is agenda-setting and that
which is integrative. The former implies a far-reaching set of changes
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(in policy paradigm), whereas the latter sees gender introduced with-
out a significant change in the status quo. The EQUAPOL research
indicates that what is taking place is a form of integration that is
characterized by some breadth but little depth. In other words, hori-
zontalization does not translate into embeddedness across policy
domains, institutions, and policies. In contrast, an agenda-setting
approach, according to Jahan (1995), requires change on many
fronts: decision-making structures and processes, articulation of
objectives, prioritization of strategies, the positioning of gender
issues amid competing emerging concerns, and the building a mass of
base support among both women and men. With little evidence of
these characteristics, the degree of institutionalization of gender
mainstreaming must be adjudged to be low. Better understood as
horizontalization, transversalism, as it is practiced, does not integrate
gender into the core of policy but tends to add it on as an additional
objective or consideration that then has to fight for its place among
the policy priorities. 

Embeddedness, of course, can also occur and be expressed in
another way. Drawing on the insights of constructivist analysis, Verloo
(2003), among others (such as Hafner-Burton and Pollack 2000), has
focused on the framing of policy, querying the extent to which gen-
der mainstreaming leads to frame extension and frame bridging.
Here the purpose and focus are to detect shifts of meaning and inten-
tion (in terms, for example, of the analysis of the “problem” of gen-
der) and how these are reflected or not in the dominant frame and
also in shifts of agency (in terms of the identity of the actors
involved). Although the current research finds that the range of
actors involved in gender-relevant policy-making or policy imple-
mentation has broadened somewhat, there is no evidence that these
actors approach the “problem” of gender with an altered mind-set.
In any case, in the imagery of Beveridge and Nott (2002), the
“expert-bureaucratic” model prevails (in that experts and special-
ists continue as the main actors), rather than the “participatory-
democratic” model (which would involve a range of individuals
and civil society organizations). In addition, though policy-makers
may more readily speak of gender, equality policies in most coun-
tries are still overwhelmingly targeted at women. Hence, there is no
evidence to suggest that the (vision of the) polity itself has changed
or that there has been a reconfiguration of power relations. 

These results are somewhat (but only somewhat) counter to those
of Behning and Serrano Pascual (2001), who argue, on the basis of
an analysis of the impact of gender mainstreaming on national practices
in employment, that most policies represented as gender mainstream-
ing are a continuation of previous policies. While there are some



Gender Mainstreaming in Theory and Practice ◆ 445

grains of truth in this assessment, the current research suggests that
gender mainstreaming is not just a new label in that (1) there has
been an impetus to integrate gender across a wider range of policies
than heretofore, and (2) some new initiatives (structural and policy
wise) have been undertaken. 

Gender Mainstreaming Reconsidered 

The thrust of the research reported throughout this article leads,
I believe, to a series of fundamental questions about the nature of
gender mainstreaming. A helpful way of cutting through the
undergrowth is to inquire whether there is something inherent in
the conceptualization of gender mainstreaming that fixes the gaze
on procedures and processes (and hence inhibits both embedded-
ness and the founding of gender mainstreaming measures in a gen-
der inequality problematic). The short answer is “yes.” Gender
mainstreaming tends to be defined in operational terms. So, accord-
ing to the Council of Europe (1998, 13), “gender mainstreaming is
the (re)organisation, improvement, development and evaluation of
policy processes, so that a gender equality perspective is incor-
porated in all policies at all levels and at all stages, by the actors
normally involved in policy-making.” It centers, then, on policy
processes and on reorganizing institutions so that the responsi-
bility for gender is generalized widely across the policy spectrum
and hierarchy. 

But the problems are more profound than technocratization. A sec-
ond central question is whether gender mainstreaming has “character
flaws.” I suggest “yes.” One such flaw is that gender mainstreaming
has a fuzzy core. This is associated with a failure to acknowledge and
deal with tensions, if not contradictions, in the concept. Existing work
is helpful in clarifying the nature of the tensions involved. Walby
(2005b) points out how gender mainstreaming incorporates two dif-
ferent frames of reference—one emanating from a gender equality
stance and the other from a mainstreaming stance—and that each pur-
sues objectives that may be regarded as mutually inconsistent. That is,
the promotion of gender equality and the desire to render mainstream
policies more effective on their own terms by the inclusion of gender
analysis may be inconsistent. While the former can be regarded as a
feminist goal, the latter is typically grounded in a strategy to improve
governance. Woodward (2001, 14) offers a somewhat different articu-
lation of internal tension or contradiction. She identifies gender main-
streaming as involving a tension between rational and irrational
elements. The rational elements inhere in the gender mainstreaming
instrumentation that has been developed thus far, while the irrational
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elements draw from feminist theory about gender inequality in organi-
zations, which lays emphasis on irrational (that is, subconscious) pro-
cesses that lead to oppression. For Woodward this duality opens up
the question of whether a “rational” approach such as gender main-
streaming can tackle the structural power relations between the sexes.
For the theorization of gender mainstreaming, it poses one fundamen-
tal question: whether the two sides are mutually irreconcilable or
whether there is a way in which they can be reconciled. Some feminists
take the former view, rejecting gender mainstreaming as a feminist
strategy. The Swedish case, however, might be taken as an example of
how the two stances can be reconciled and harnessed to address struc-
tural inequalities in society. There, gender mainstreaming, understood
as an approach to address structural inequalities, is deeply embedded
and widely dispersed as a practice. However, the Swedish case is quite
particular, if not unique, since the reconciliation of the two “conflict-
ing” strands is made possible by the presence of other variables of a
historical, social, and political cast (not least of which is a wide diffu-
sion in society of egalitarian values). Indeed, an important lesson from
the comparative analysis of gender mainstreaming in implementation
is that a theorization of gender mainstreaming that is modeled on the
Swedish case alone has significant limitations when used to account
for gender mainstreaming experiences in countries where one or more
of the social, political, and historical conjunctures are absent. 

In the absence of working through these tensions or contradic-
tions, the tendency in gender mainstreaming is conservative. This is
so in two senses: it becomes centered on techniques and on finding
points of overlap between the agendas of gender equality and the
mainstream (Walby, 2005b). So rather than contest or struggle, there
is incorporation. A key underlying issue is the view of the state that
prevails. It is important to note here at the outset that gender main-
streaming does have a critique of the state and a reform agenda for
the state. However, rather than treating the state as a site of conflict
of interest over gender inequality, the process of introducing gender
mainstreaming and of achieving change is represented as quite
consensual: once policy-makers are “enlightened” and the range of
policy actors broadened, then gender inequality will be combated. To
the extent that there is a problematization of the state in gender
mainstreaming theory, it is seen to lie mainly in the scarce or inap-
propriate skills and consciousness of political actors. One misses an
analysis of the power interests that are embedded in gender inequal-
ity.5 At the present time, it is difficult to see in gender mainstreaming
something resembling the feminist revisioning of the political “in
terms of power relations which cut across state, civil society and
familial realms” (Squires 1999, 32). 
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There is a second problem, also, in that gender mainstreaming theory
has not devoted sufficient attention to the relationship between state
and society. Even if actors produce policy that is enlightened, gender
inequality might be alleviated by public policy but will not be elimi-
nated by it. Why? Because as a social phenomenon gender inequality
has its roots in society, and policy is not (fully) determinative of soci-
ety. The theorization of gender mainstreaming, I suggest, has to focus
more on problematizing the relationship between gender main-
streaming and society/societal change. While trumpeted as funda-
mentally transformative, it lacks, as yet anyway, a full articulation of
a theory of change. In essence, gender mainstreaming targets public
policy reform with different dimensions identified as objects of
change: policy-making processes, policy actors, public policy. The
“change logic” that underlies gender mainstreaming would seem to
run as follows: by reorganizing policy-making structures, broadening
the range of actors involved, changing the mind-set of actors and the
content and framing of policy, there will come about a change in the
nature and process of governance itself. Even if one accepts this logic,
it is not clear how change in governance translates into soci(et)al
change. What is the relationship between public policy and social
structure and organization? These are not trivial points. As regards
the embedding of gender inequality in society, gender mainstreaming,
as it has been developed to date, speaks neither to agents who are not
involved in the public realm nor to agency across different realms of
society. Policy and social institutions/agency tend to be elided. More-
over, it is not clear how a value change among policy-makers (which
will presumably be generated by greater learning) leads to a change
in societal values. The vital gaps in theorizing mainstreaming lead me
to suggest that the theory lacks a sociological core. 

Overview 

This article considered the state of gender mainstreaming, in practice
and theory, utilizing the results of a recent cross-national study of
gender mainstreaming in Europe. There is evidence of some gender
mainstreaming in all of the eight countries studied. In particular,
responsibility for gender policy is being widened among ministries,
new tools and techniques (especially gender impact assessment) for pol-
icy-making are being applied, and the range of actors involved in gen-
der-related policy-making is broadening. Taken at face value, then, it
appears that gender mainstreaming is advancing. However, a number
of qualifications have to be registered. First, the research underlines
gender mainstreaming as a diverse set of practices. In addition, the find-
ings indicate that other approaches to gender equality policy, rather
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than being caught in a time warp, are still operational and even at the
fore in some nations’ gender policy. Equal treatment and positive
action are therefore subject to ongoing development in relation to
their framing of the gender problematic, their objectives and meth-
ods, and the actors and institutions responsible for their implementa-
tion. What exists in most countries at the present time is a mix of
policies, even if it is frequently represented as gender mainstreaming.
Second, gender mainstreaming is something of a porous vessel—it
lends itself to a selective utilization of some of its basic principles and
techniques. The most widespread tendency is to focus on tools and
procedures. Relatedly, there is the fact that gender mainstreaming,
when it is introduced, tends not to be rooted in an analysis of or set
of programs oriented to gender inequality as a structural problem.
Expediency, especially in terms of the wish to update the equality
architecture and national approach in the light of current “fashions”
in policy-making and the pressure to do so in order to secure EU
funding, is the main motor behind most of the gender mainstreaming
that has been initiated in the eight countries studied. Finally, the
amount of change generated by introducing gender mainstreaming,
either in policy programs or in terms of political agency, is limited.
Summing up, the introduction of gender mainstreaming practices in
most countries spells not a change of approach to gender but a more
effective way of delivering an established equality policy that is ori-
ented toward women. 

All of this serves to focus the lens on the nature of gender main-
streaming and whether it has been satisfactorily theorized and elabo-
rated. The results serve to unpick some of the fundamentals assumed
to date by gender mainstreaming theory. In effect, the cases studied
are, apart from Sweden, all “hybrid” cases of gender mainstreaming.
As it stands, the theoretical literature is not able to account for the
variation that exists. To the extent that it has responded, it has done
so by emphasizing the contingent nature of mainstreaming. I suggest
that scholars need to go beyond contingent definitions because the
malleability of gender mainstreaming as a concept, among other
things, facilitates a break between the introduction of gender main-
streaming and addressing gender as structural inequality. In other
words, gender mainstreaming is introduced in the name of updating
existing policy approaches to women rather than as the author of a
transformative vision that recognizes gender as a societally embed-
ded and structural problem. This is a decisive rupture and represents
a real challenge for existing theory and practice. The double articula-
tion of gender mainstreaming—as a philosophy or frame of analysis
and as a set of techniques of policy praxis—deserves to be high-
lighted in this context. 
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As things stand now, it is indisputable that we lack a weighty theory
that illuminates and explains the diversity of gender mainstreaming
experience across Europe. One of the main flaws of existing theory—
and a possible starting point for further work—is that it is insuffi-
ciently focused on the relationship between gender mainstreaming
and soci(et)al change. There is, then, a need to specify further what
the core of the approach is in sociological terms. Gender main-
streaming is rife with tensions, especially those tensions between the
goals of integrating gender into the mainstream and of changing the
mainstream. One of the most important questions that has to be
(re)visited is how gender mainstreaming as theory conceives of and
relates to gender inequality as a societal phenomenon. In this regard,
this article has suggested that the relationships between state (espe-
cially in terms of state actors and public policy) and society and how
(and indeed if) they are configured for policy purposes need further
elaboration. Scholarship must also go beyond the fuzzy and techno-
cratic nature of gender mainstreaming and work toward elaborating
the concept and approach as part of a coherent intellectual and policy
endeavor. 

NOTES 

1. Along with Panteion University in Athens, which acted as the coordi-
nator, the partner institutions were the Law University of Lithuania,
Queen’s University, Belfast, the Free University of Brussels, and Umea Uni-
versity in Sweden. I am very grateful to the partners for providing the empir-
ical material on which this article is based. Sara Clavero was the researcher
on the Queen’s University part of the project, and I would like to acknowl-
edge my debt to her for help with many of the ideas developed in this article. 

2. The full results and different reports of the project are available on the
following Web site: http://www.equapol.gr. 

3. However, note that in Lithuania the mix does not include gender
mainstreaming. 

4. However, it should be noted that the plan represents a step beyond
transversal plans insofar as it also incorporates gender mainstreaming prin-
ciples and techniques, such as the setting up of a gender mainstreaming ded-
icated unit staffed by experts, the development of gender impact assessment
tools and monitoring techniques, and the idea of tackling gender-biased
institutional practices as a policy goal. 

5. See Kantola and Dahl (2005) for a useful discussion and critique of
feminist theorizing of the state. 
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