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PREFACE

How did women and men adjust to the collapse of the state
socialist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, especially
in terms of work and livelihoods? What has been the legacy
of the state socialist emancipation project in the region: Did
women manage to retain their relatively advantageous
positions in the labour markets or did gender inequality
increase significantly? These are the key questions this
report seeks to answer, utilizing data from the United
Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE)
Gender Statistics database. Its objective is not only to
interpret the numbers but also to critically evaluate the
dataset as a source of information on gender inequality in
an international context.

The answers the report's findings provide to the questions
above are interesting both theoretically and from the point of
view of policy making. One of the conclusions is that the
legacy of the state socialist emancipation project lives on,
although in a different context. Vast numbers of women
have suffered economic setbacks since the collapse of the
state socialist planned economies: Unemployment and
poverty emerged on a large scale, economic insecurity and
exploitation increased, and anxiety about their precarious
economic position, often accompanied by a real decline in
social and health status, became the daily experience of
significant portions of the population. Yet, it seems that
amidst all these social upheavals, women did not fare worse
than men did. Labour market gender inequality had existed
in state socialist societies - official propaganda
notwithstanding. But in the decades before the collapse of
these regimes women had acquired useful resources in
educational institutions and the labour force which allowed
them - in most if not all of the countries included in this
report - to retain their positions relative to men after 1989.
According to the data collected through quantitative surveys
(the UNECE dataset) and a series of qualitative studies
(described in the boxes of this report) gender inequality did
not increase significantly, but remained at a pre-transition
high level.

This report analyses women's position over time as well as
across countries within the region. One comparison,
however, was not explored explicitly, namely: how the
current labour market opportunities of women in post-state
socialist countries compare to those living in developed
Western capitalist ones. This issue has assumed increasing
importance in the context of the European Union and the
EU accession process, which will affect economic
policymaking in all countries of the region.

Since the early 1980s women's lives in the eastern and
western part of the European continent have become
increasingly similar. Immediately after World War Il, a sharp
and politically buttressed contrast existed between the
worlds of the female Communist factory worker and her
Western counterpart, the stereotypically suburban stay-at-
home mother. By the 1980s, however, women in most
developed Western capitalist countries began to acquire
paid jobs and demand equal treatment inside and outside
the labour force, while women in state socialist societies
were granted long maternity leaves and started to drop out
of paid work for lengthy periods in their prime career years.
These trends may have started decades earlier, but their
convergence became even more pronounced in the 1990s
after the collapse of state socialism and the related
escalation in economic globalization. Most strikingly, as this
report shows, East European women were forced out of the
labour force in unprecedented numbers, exactly at the time
when their Western counterparts started to take up paid
employment in earnest at the encouragement of national
and transnational governments as well as corporate
employers. The connection between these two processes -
for example, through the supply of cheap careworkers
migrating West - should not be ignored.

As a result of these twin processes, in recent years the
level and shape of gender inequality in most areas of the
labour market seem comparable in post-state socialist and
in developed capitalist societies: Roughly the same
percentage of women are employed, in similarly
segregated jobs, and for similarly lower pay than received
by their male colleagues. Yet, while the outcome may be
similar, the lived experience differs in at least one important
dimension: While the labour market position of women in
Western Europe has improved over the past generation,
that of women in Eastern Europe has declined to reach this
point. These differences have very different implications for
policy makers in each of the regions, which the report
sheds light on.

Perhaps the most interesting and strongest part of this
report is that it not only describes the data, but it also allows
us to gain a better understanding of the experience of
gender inequality after state socialism through pointing to
these and to similar stories behind the numbers.

Eva Fodor
Budapest
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The social and economic changes that transformed Eastern
Europe and the former Soviet Union in the last decade of
the 20th century had an enormous impact on the lives of the
women and men living in the region. While the process of
economic restructuring that followed the collapse of the
state socialist regimes has brought new opportunities and
benefits for some, it has also led to a dramatic increase in
unemployment, poverty and social inequality, all of which
have negatively affected the economic security of large
numbers of women and men. One aspect of the
restructuring has involved labour market shifts, and the
ways they have impacted different groups of people.

Determining what precisely this impact has been is
complicated, however, and at least in the case of women, is
subject to a continuing debate among experts and policy
makers. While analysts agree that Ilabour markets
throughout the region have changed radically since 1990,
they have produced different evaluations of how these
changes affected women's occupational chances and work
opportunities. This is partly due to inadequate data but
partly also to differences in the way the existing data are
interpreted.

The Story Behind the Numbers explores the position of
women in the labour market in the countries of Central and
Eastern Europe (CEE) and the Western Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS)'. The analysis is based on data
from the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
(UNECE) Gender Statistics Database, which contains
comprehensive sex-disaggregated statistics for the region.
The goals of this report are threefold:

> To understand the impact of recent political,

economic and social changes in the region on women's

economic well-being and thereby shed light on the

differing evaluations offered by recent reports on women

in the region.

> To show the utility of the UNECE dataset as a source
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Working Conditions and Gender in an Enlarged Europe
(European Foundation 2005). Although both survey the
same region, the scope of the World Bank report is broader,
covering all countries in the former Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe, while the European Foundation report
focuses only on new member states and acceding countries
of the European Union (EU). Both rely on similar data
sources - labour force surveys and qualitative studies from
each country, supplemented by information from well-known
international databases. Seemingly, the two reports come to
different conclusions about the trends in women's labour
force conditions as well as the level of gender inequality in
paid work.

The European Foundation finds that ‘[a]ithough women
continue to constitute around 45 per cent of employed
people, female labour force participation rates have gone
down, and women have dropped out of the labour market to
work in household and informal economies, or when still
present are overrepresented among unemployed people’
(2005: 66). The World Bank report, on the other hand,
states that ‘there appears to be no empirical evidence that
the treatment of women in the labour market has
systematically deteriorated across the region’ (2002a: xi).
These conflicting findings echo the ongoing debate in the
academic world, where some analysts argue that women's
labour force position has been harmed by the
transformations in Eastern Europe, and that they are
bearing the burden of social changes to a disproportionate
extent (e.g., Funk 2004; LaFont 2001; Einhorn 1993), while
others focus on the gains women have made, such as in
narrowing the wage gap (Brainerd 2000; Fodor 1997).

The Story Behind the Numbers

This report shows that it is not easy to assess what has
happened over the past 15 years to women's economic




