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Last week I was privileged to lead a stimulating – and very important - discussion on the 

full and equal participation of women in our economy. 

The ‘Getting a Fair Share?’ conference, organised by the Equality Commission, in the 

week that marked International Women’s Day, brought together a wide range of key 

people with two things in common: their commitment to the protection and promotion of 

the rights of women and a wealth of experience and insight into the challenges still 

facing women in Northern Ireland today. 

Much has been achieved over the last 100 years. At one level, nowadays females 

leaving school tend to be better qualified than males and a higher proportion of young 

women progress to further or higher education compared to young men. At another, 

there has also been some improvement in the representation of women in public life 

with just over one MLA in six being female and with almost one Council in four now with 

a woman Chief Executive. 

This improving context increases the chances for a woman to be economically 

independent – a condition which underpins so much of her life. With such economic 

independence comes personal empowerment, and it is from such a position of power 

that individuals gain the choice which assists in helping them make the right life 

decisions. It is only when we are fully enabled to make such decisions, that we can 

maximise our full potential and contribution to society. When certain groups do not have 
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access to economic independence, they become vulnerable and, with such 

vulnerability, comes the potential for inequality. 

Although there have been many gains, the overall picture has not changed as much as 

might have been hoped after almost 40 years of legislation addressing sex 

discrimination. It remains a fact that there are gender differences in the work that 

women do and the economic benefit that they gain from that work. We still have the 

situation where women are concentrated in part-time work – in 2012, 40% of female 

employees worked part-time compared to 10% of male employees. Women are more 

likely to be in lower paid, lower status and often less secure positions, with little potential 

for progression and provision for pensions. 

The vision of 2030 in the Economic Strategy for Northern Ireland states: “We are 

determined to increase employment and wealth opportunities for all.” This means 

harnessing the skills, creativity and talents of everyone, including women. Ensuring that 

women are economically active, at all levels and in all sectors, is not simply a gender 

equality issue. It is a broader economic issue that has huge consequences for our future 

prosperity and growth. 

One measure of success would be that women are encouraged and supported to 

consider careers in the sectors that government has prioritised for economic growth and 

that any gender stereotyping in the curriculum and in careers education is actively 

challenged and addressed. This will assist accessing employment. Once in the 

workplace, however, flexible working policies, adequate and affordable childcare and 

sex discrimination and equal pay legislation can provide a framework that potentially 

benefits women. 

The time is right for all of us to work together to try to address the entrenched barriers to 

equality that are still in evidence, despite almost 40 years of sex discrimination law and 

more recent initiatives such as Section 75. There is a great opportunity to maximise the 

potential for change in the period before we have our next Programme for Government. 

But to do that, we must collectively commit to addressing the key issues. That remains 

the challenge 40 years on! 


