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Abstract 

This study assesses GAP III implementation and identifies lessons 
for GAP IV after 2027. It finds on the one hand GAP III 
strengthened EU gender mainstreaming through targets, gender 
analysis, Country-Level Implementation Plans, political dialogue 
and institutional routines, but on the other hand links to financing, 
responsibilities, results and accountability remain uneven. GAP IV 
could preserve this architecture while making gender equality 
more politically resilient, financially traceable, management-
owned and demonstrably transformative, especially in Global 
Gateway, investment, Women, Peace and Security agenda, crisis 
response and support to Women’s rights organisations. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Background 
The preparation of the Gender Action Plan IV (GAP IV) comes at a critical moment for EU external 
action. As the EU prepares the transition from GAP III to a future GAP IV, there is a timely opportunity 
to assess what has been achieved under the current framework and where implementation gaps remain. 
Globally, current progress is not on track to achieve Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG5) by 2030, 
and gender equality is increasingly contested in multilateral, national and local politics. In this context, 
the question is not whether the EU should continue to support gender equality in external action, but 
whether it will do so with instruments that are strong enough to protect gender equality when political 
priorities shift. 

Gender Action Plan III (GAP III) has been the EU’s main framework for its external action since its 
adoption in 2020. It was initially designed for 2021-2025 and later extended to 2027 to align with the 
current Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), the EU’s seven-year budgetary framework. This 
extension is important because it also aligns GAP III with NDICI–Global Europe, the EU’s main external 
financing instrument for 2021–2027, and with negotiations on the next external financing framework. 
GAP IV will therefore not be designed in a policy vacuum, but will be shaped by the next MFF, by the 
future Global Europe instrument, and by wider debates on the EU’s role as a geopolitical, development 
and human rights actor. 

The European Parliament has consistently supported a strong gender equality framework in EU external 
action. It has called for ambitious implementation of GAP III, adequate financing and gender 
mainstreaming across all external policy areas. Its key concern for GAP IV is how to continue moving 
from ambition to implementation and impact: ensuring that gender equality commitments are reflected 
in financing, programming, political dialogue, monitoring, institutional capacity and democratic 
scrutiny. 

Aim and approach 

The purpose of this study is to provide Members of the FEMM Committee with an evidence-based 
assessment of GAP III implementation and to identify lessons for GAP IV after 2027. The study provides 
a policy-oriented, theory-informed assessment of the available evidence on how GAP III has influenced 
EU external action, where implementation has progressed, and where gaps remain in funding, 
institutional capacity, monitoring, accountability, civil-society participation and the post-2027 
financing framework. Rather than reassessing the rationale for EU gender equality policy, the study 
focuses on implementation experience and institutional learning from GAP III as a basis for informing 
GAP IV. 

The study is based on an in-depth desk review of a broad documentary base, including EU policy and 
legal documents, Commission and EEAS reporting, Council conclusions, European Parliament 
resolutions and studies, European Court of Auditors material, evaluation reports, annual human rights 
and gender equality reporting, civil-society assessments, think-tank analysis, academic literature, 
selected programme examples and relevant international evidence from UN bodies, such as the ILO, 
OECD, World Bank and other specialised organisations. The analysis also draws on the authors’ policy 
and practice-based expertise on EU gender equality and external action, including field experience in 
EU Delegations and professional engagement with relevant EU policy debates. These insights help 
contextualise the documentary evidence but are not treated as a separate dataset. 

The study is structured around three steps. It first situates GAP III in the broader EU external action 
framework, including the historical context, the legal and policy context, NDICI–Global Europe, Global 
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Gateway and Team Europe. It then assesses implementation across the six GAP III thematic areas of 
engagement: (1) gender-based violence (GBV), (2) sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), 
(3) economic and social rights, (4) participation and leadership, (5) Women, Peace and Security (WPS) 
and (6) the gender dimensions of the green and digital transitions. Third, it draws cross-cutting lessons 
for GAP IV, with particular attention to targets, mainstreaming, financing, results monitoring, 
institutional capacity, support for women’s rights organisations, the next external financing framework, 
the Parliament’s 2022 recommendations and the GAP IV consultation. 

Main findings 

GAP III has been important in sustaining and further raising the profile of gender equality in EU external 
action. Its three-pronged approach — gender mainstreaming, targeted actions and political dialogue — 
helped position gender equality firmly within EU external action, including in its diplomacy, 
partnerships, programming and institutional accountability. Its guiding principles — gender-
transformative action, intersectionality and a human-rights-based approach — marked a step forward 
compared with earlier Gender Action Plans (GAPs). The 85% target for new external actions to 
contribute to gender equality was particularly important because it created incentives, visibility and 
management attention across EU services and Delegations. 

The study’s central finding is that GAP III’s principal achievement and principal limitation are closely 
connected. GAP III has been successful in making gender equality more visible, routine and 
institutionalised across EU external action. However, institutionalisation is not the same as 
transformation. The available evidence is strongest on political visibility, programming, commitments, 
examples of good practice and expanded mainstreaming. It is weaker on long-term outcomes, impact, 
quality of implementation, sustained financing, and whether gender equality objectives influence the 
core political and economic choices of EU external action. GAP IV could therefore shift the focus from 
whether gender equality is included to what difference inclusion makes, for whom, through which 
resources and with what accountability. 

Across the six thematic areas, the study finds meaningful progress but also recurring implementation 
gaps. GAP III has strengthened EU engagement on GBV, SRHR, women’s economic and social rights, 
participation and leadership, WPS, and the gender dimensions of the green and digital transitions. 
These areas remain relevant and should not be replaced by a fundamentally new agenda. The main 
challenge for GAP IV is rather to translate existing commitments more consistently into programming, 
financing, implementation and monitoring, making them more operational, measurable and 
enforceable. This includes stronger attention to survivor-centred GBV responses, transparent SRHR 
financing, care, decent work, women’s actual influence in decision-making, women peacebuilders, 
digital violence, AI bias, climate governance and control over resources. 

The study also finds that quantified targets matter, but that markers alone are not enough. The OECD 
Development Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC) Gender Marker is a useful tool for tracking policy 
intention, but it is not evidence of impact. GAP IV could preserve the marker system while linking it 
more clearly to expenditure tracking, gender-responsive evaluations and evidence of changes in rights, 
resources, safety, participation and institutional accountability. For G1 (i.e. gender is a significant 
objective) actions, gender mainstreaming could become more consequential by requiring a clearer 
trace from gender analysis to programme design, financing, indicators, implementation and reporting. 
For G0 (i.e. no gender objective) actions, justification could become a stronger accountability tool by 
requiring evidence that gendered effects were considered before an action is classified as gender-
neutral. 
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Country-Level Implementation Plans (CLIPs) are another important lesson. CLIPs helped give EU 
Delegations a clearer mandate to organise gender equality priorities, request gender analysis and 
connect GAP III to country-level programming. In some contexts, they generated real ownership, 
visibility and coordination with partner governments, Member States and civil society. In others, 
however, they remained primarily internal Delegation documents, often driven by Gender Focal Points 
(GFPs) or external consultants, with limited participation and weak follow-up. GAP IV could therefore 
make CLIPs more strategic, participatory and connected to programming, political dialogue, Team 
Europe coordination and monitoring. 

The study identifies Global Gateway, European Fund for Sustainable Development Plus (EFSD+), 
blending, guarantees and other investment-oriented modalities as one of the least developed areas of 
gender mainstreaming frontiers. Gender equality is relatively more established in traditional 
development cooperation and social sectors. It is less firmly embedded in infrastructure, energy, 
digitalisation, private-sector partnerships, migration, security cooperation and crisis response. Since 
these areas are increasingly central to EU external action, GAP IV could include stronger requirements 
for gender-responsive due diligence, sex-disaggregated results, safeguards, consultation with 
women’s rights organisations and accountability for financial institutions and implementing partners. 

One of the clearest lessons emerging from GAP III is that political and policy dialogue remains 
underused as an implementation tool. GAP III increased the visibility of gender equality in dialogue with 
partner governments, civil society and multilateral actors, but the link between dialogue and 
programming remains uneven. GAP IV could treat political dialogue not as a separate diplomatic 
activity, but as part of the implementation chain. This would require better coordination between 
political sections, cooperation sections, sector teams, Delegations, European External Action Service 
(EEAS) headquarters and Commission services, so that dialogue influences programming, budget 
support, Global Gateway investments, Team Europe Initiatives and monitoring frameworks. 

Experience from GAP III implementation suggests that women’s rights organisations (WROs) are not 
only important implementing partners, but also essential contributors to accountability, locally owned 
programming and long-term sustainability. GAP III has increased support to WROs and feminist 
movements, but the scale of direct support remains limited compared with the overall volume of EU 
external action marked as contributing to gender equality. The literature, evaluations and GAP IV 
consultation feedback reviewed in this study frequently identify WROs as among the most effective 
actors for advancing gender equality, monitoring implementation and sustaining progress in politically 
difficult environments. GAP IV could therefore move from consultation to funded partnership, with 
more direct, flexible, multiannual and accessible support for local and grassroots WROs, feminist 
movements and women human rights defenders. 

Institutional capacity remains a core condition for implementation. GAP III strengthened the gender 
architecture inside EU external action, but implementation still depends too much on individual 
commitment, under-resourced GFPs and uneven management support. Gender equality cannot be 
carried by focal points alone. GAP IV could make the “EU leads by example” pillar more operational by 
treating gender equality as a management responsibility for Heads of Delegation, Heads of 
Cooperation, political sections, sector teams, investment teams, implementing partners and financial 
institutions. Gender expertise could also be better integrated into quality assurance, procurement, 
performance management, monitoring and evaluation. 

The study’s analysis of the European Commission’s Call for Evidence for the future GAP IV confirms 
these findings. Stakeholders do not appear fatigued with EU gender equality policy. Rather, they show 
impatience with commitments that are not sufficiently financed, monitored or translated into practice. 
The consultation feedback points to strong support for an ambitious GAP IV, but also to concerns about 
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financing, accountability, WRO access to funding, anti-gender backlash, SRHR, GBV, WPS, 
digitalisation, care and the gender implications of Global Gateway. A smaller but visible opposition 
cluster also confirms that GAP IV will be developed in a more contested political environment. 

For the European Parliament, the main implication is that GAP IV should be treated not only as a 
Commission and EEAS policy framework, but also as an instrument for democratic scrutiny. Parliament 
could use the GAP IV and post-2027 financing debates to preserve a robust twin-track target 
architecture, make gender budgeting more financially transparent, strengthen G1 quality standards and 
G0 justification, scrutinise Global Gateway and EFSD+ gender performance, support direct and flexible 
funding for WROs, connect political dialogue to programming, improve results reporting, strengthen 
CLIPs, and follow up systematically on its own 2022 recommendations. 

Overall, GAP III has helped normalise gender equality in EU external action. GAP IV could make it more 
politically resilient, financially traceable, institutionally accountable and demonstrably transformative. 
Its added value would lie not in replacing GAP III’s agenda, but in closing the gap between ambition, 
funding, implementation, results and accountability. 
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 OVERVIEW OF EU EXTERNAL ACTION IN GENDER EQUALITY 
AND WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT 

1.1. Overarching legal and policy framework 
Gender equality forms part of the constitutional foundations of the European Union (EU) and has long 
been recognised as a guiding principle of both its internal and external action. Equality between women 
and men is a fundamental value of the EU, enshrined in its Treaties and reflected in its constitutional 
and political framework. The Treaties define gender equality as a core objective of the Union and require 
it to be promoted across all areas of EU activity. In particular, Article 8 TFEU establishes gender 
mainstreaming as a horizontal obligation, requiring the Union to actively work towards the elimination 
of inequalities and the promotion of equality between women and men in all its policies. This obligation 
also matters for external action, where EU policies are further framed by the Union’s commitments to 
human rights, democracy, non-discrimination and sustainable development. In addition, the EU’s 
gender equality agenda is situated within broader international frameworks, including Convention on 
the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the Beijing Platform for Action 
and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, especially SDG 5 on gender equality. Together, 
these legal and political commitments provide the basis for treating gender equality as both a stand-
alone objective and a cross-cutting principle in EU foreign, development, humanitarian and 
neighbourhood policies. 

Over time, these legal commitments have been translated into a series of strategic policy frameworks 
that define how the EU pursues gender equality in practice. The Gender Equality Strategy 2020–20251 
set out the overarching policy framework for the Commission’s internal Union of Equality agenda and 
confirmed the dual approach of targeted measures and gender mainstreaming, with intersectionality 
as a horizontal principle. Although primarily focused on action within the EU, it was explicitly presented 
as coherent with the EU’s external policy on gender equality and women’s empowerment. The new 
Gender Equality Strategy 2026–20302, adopted by the Commission on 5 March 2026, updates this 
framework for the next five years. It builds on the 2025 Roadmap for Women’s Rights3, which provides 
a longer-term political vision for a gender-equal society and addresses newer challenges such as 
technology-facilitated discrimination, bias and violence. 

For EU external action, the 2026–2030 Strategy is relevant in three ways. First, it confirms continuity 
with the EU’s established dual approach, combining gender mainstreaming with targeted actions, while 
retaining an intersectional perspective4. Second, it explicitly seeks greater consistency between the 
EU’s internal and external gender equality policies, including attention to institutional mechanisms, 
funding and support for civil society. Third, it announces several key initiatives: a new Gender Action 
Plan IV for external relations for 2028–2034, a new EU Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security for 
the same period, and the SHIELD initiative on Sexual and Reproductive Health in Emergencies and Life 
in Dignity, aimed at improving access to sexual and reproductive healthcare in crises and supporting 
survivors of GBV5. 

 
1  European Commission, A Union of Equality: Gender Equality Strategy 2020–2025, COM(2020) 152 final, 2020. 
2  European Commission, Gender Equality Strategy 2026–2030, COM(2026) 113 final, Brussels, 5 March 2026. 
3  European Commission, Roadmap for Women’s Rights, European Commission, 7 March 2025. 
4  P. Debusscher, Gender equality in European Union development aid: Assessing the dual approach of gender mainstreaming and 

targeted actions. Brussels: European Parliament, External Policies Analysis and Support Unit, 2026. 
5  I. Zamfir, New EU Gender Equality Strategy (2026-2030). Legislative train 04.2026, European Parliament, April 2026. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0152
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52026DC0113
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/roadmap-womens-rights_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXAS_STU(2026)783621
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXAS_STU(2026)783621
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/carriage/new-eu-gender-equality-strategy/report?sid=10201
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Taken together, these elements position the new strategy as a main policy link between the EU’s 
internal gender equality agenda and the next generation of external action instruments. Another 
notable feature of the strategy is its stronger emphasis on financial governance. The Commission has 
announced technical guidance on tracking gender equality expenditure under the next MFF. This is 
relevant for GAP IV and the post-2027 external financing architecture, because the credibility of the 
EU’s legal and policy commitments depends not only on strong policy frameworks, but also on whether 
gender equality is translated into measurable objectives, dedicated resources, gender-sensitive 
expenditure tracking6. 

1.2. The EU as a global gender actor 
The EU stands out among regional organisations in its early support, and treaty-based mainstreaming 
of the goal of gender equality7 and aims to be at “the forefront of the protection, fulfilment and the 
enjoyment of human rights by women and girls” in all its external and development policies8. 
Accordingly, it has adopted three consecutive Gender Action Plans – GAP I (2010–2015), GAP II (2016–
2020) and GAP III (2021–2025/ rev. 2027) – each progressively sharpening objectives, indicators and 
reporting requirements. 

The EU’s current approach to gender equality in external action builds on a long policy history. 
Development cooperation, together with employment policy, was one of the first EU policy areas in 
which gender mainstreaming was formally introduced. This early engagement helps explain why EU 
development policy has often been seen as one of the most receptive areas for integrating gender 
equality objectives, particularly when compared with other EU policy fields9. 

The foundations were laid in the mid-1990s. In September 1995, the Commission adopted its first 
dedicated text on gender and development, which was endorsed by the Council later that year10. It 
framed gender equality both as a matter of rights and as a condition for more effective development 
cooperation, in line with the Beijing Platform for Action. This was followed by a 1998 Council Regulation 
that gave gender equality a more formal basis in EU development cooperation11. The Regulation made 
gender equality a cross-cutting objective of Community aid, created a budget line for gender-specific 
and mainstreaming measures, and introduced reporting and evaluation obligations for the Commission. 
In this sense, it anticipated several features that would later become central to the EU’s GAPs, as well 
as the broader Treaty obligation, now reflected in Article 8 TFEU, to promote gender equality across 
EU action. 

Subsequent frameworks, including the Cotonou Agreement of 2000 and Commission Communications 
on gender equality in development cooperation in 2001 and 2007, confirmed the EU’s progressive 

 
6  P. Debusscher, Gender equality objective in the proposal for a Regulation establishing ‘Global Europe’ (2028–2034), European 

Parliament, February 2026. 
7  S. Chaban, et. al. Regional organizations, gender equality and the political empowerment of women. International IDEA, 2017; P. 

Debusscher, International cooperation and development policy, in S. Jacquot, P. Ahrens, S. D’Agostino, S. Palmieri, G. Zaremberg (eds.), 
Research Handbook of Gender Mainstreaming, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2026. 

8  Council of the European Union, Council Conclusions on the Gender Action Plan 2016–2020, 13201/15, Brussels, 26 October 2015, pp. 2 
and 8. 

9  M. Lister and C. Carbone (eds) (2006), New Pathways in International Development: Gender and Civil Society in EU Policy, Aldershot: 
Ashgate; P. Debusscher, Development policy. In A. Krizsan, V. A. Vleuten, H. MacRae, & G.Abels (Eds.), The Routledge Handbook of 
Gender and EU politics (pp. 290–301). Routledge, 2021. 

10  European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament on Integrating Gender Issues 
in Development Cooperation, COM(95)423 final, 18 September 1995; Council of the European Union, Resolution on Integrating Gender 
Issues in Development Cooperation, 20 December 1995. 

11  Council Regulation (EC) No 2836/98 of 22 December 1998 on integrating gender issues in development cooperation, OJ L 354, 30 
December 1998. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2026/785604/IUST_BRI(2026)785604_EN.pdf
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policy commitments and dedicated human and financial resources to this agenda12. However, the 
existence of strong commitments did not automatically translate into effective implementation. Earlier 
assessments13 pointed to recurring weaknesses, including insufficient gender expertise, limited 
leadership and accountability, and a tendency to justify gender equality primarily in economic or 
instrumental terms rather than as a transformative rights-based objective14. 

1.3. From GAP I to GAP III 
The first EU Gender Action Plan (GAP I)15, covering the period 2010–2015, sought to give greater 
operational shape to these commitments. It formally introduced the EU’s three-pronged approach to 
gender equality in development cooperation, combining political and policy dialogue, gender 
mainstreaming, and specific/targeted actions. It also introduced important institutional mechanisms, 
notably the network of Gender Focal Persons in EU Delegations. Yet the implementation of GAP I 
remained uneven. Gender Focal Persons often had limited time, authority and resources, and gender 
mainstreaming could become a largely procedural or “tick-box” exercise. In addition, GAP I was 
criticised for relying on a relatively narrow understanding of women’s needs and for treating women 
too often as a single, undifferentiated category16. 

GAP II, implemented from 2016 to 2020, broadened the scope of the agenda17. It extended the EU’s 
gender equality framework beyond development cooperation to the wider field of external relations 
and placed stronger emphasis on changing the EU’s own institutional culture. Early parliamentary 
assessment suggests that one of the key contributions of GAP II was institutional change. The 2017 
EPRS European Implementation Assessment found that GAP II had made progress in shifting 
institutional culture at both headquarters and Delegation level. This was achieved notably through 
strengthening reporting obligations, the renewal and reinforcement of the Gender Focal Persons 
network, increased management engagement in some Delegations, and greater emphasis to gender 
training18. For instance, one of GAP II’s innovations was the requirement that gender analysis should 
inform all new external actions. This helped establish gender analysis as a formal entry point for 
programming. GAP II also explicitly recognised intersecting forms of exclusion, noting that gender 
inequality is intensified when it intersects with disability, age, caste, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
geographical remoteness or religion19. In practice, however, this understanding often remained 

 
12  Partnership Agreement between the members of the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States and the European Community and 

its Member States, signed in Cotonou on 23 June 2000, OJ L 317, 15 December 2000, Article 31; European Commission, Programme of 
Action for the mainstreaming of gender equality in Community Development Co-operation, COM(2001) 295 final, 21 June 2001; 
European Commission, Gender Equality and Women Empowerment in Development Cooperation, COM(2007) 100 final, 8 March 2007. 

13  European Commission, Evaluation of the EU’s External Action Support to Gender Equality and Women’s and Girls’ Empowerment 
(2010-2018). Brussels: EC, 2020. 

14  M. Lister and C. Carbone (eds), New Pathways in International Development: Gender and Civil Society in EU Policy, Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2006; P. Debusscher, Development policy. In A. Krizsan, V. A. Vleuten, H. MacRae, & G.Abels (Eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Gender 
and EU politics (pp. 290–301). Routledge, 2021; P. Debusscher, International cooperation and development policy, in S. Jacquot, P. 
Ahrens, S. D’Agostino, S. Palmieri, G. Zaremberg (eds.), Research Handbook of Gender Mainstreaming, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 
2026. 

15  European Commission. Commission Staff Working Document – EU Plan of Action on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in 
Development 2010-2015. Brussels: EC, 2010. 

16  E.L. Maes and P. Debusscher, The EU as a Global Gender Actor: Tracing Intersectionality in the European Gender Action Plans for 
External Relations 2010–2025, Social Politics: International Studies in Gender, State & Society, Vol 31, No. 1, 2024, Pages 49–71. 

17  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (HR). Joint Staff Working Document 
– Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment: Transforming the Lives of Girls and Women through EU External Relations 2016-2020 
(SWD, 2015 182 Final). Brussels: EC, 2015. 

18  I. Ioannides, I., EU Gender Action Plan 2016–2020 at year one: European Implementation Assessment, European Parliamentary 
Research Service, European Parliament, October 2017. 

19  Ibid. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxac046
https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxac046
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/603256/EPRS_STU%282017%29603256_EN.pdf
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“additive” and descriptive. It was less consistently translated into budgets, programme choices or 
monitoring frameworks20  

GAP III21 marked a further step in ambition. Adopted in 2020 as the Joint Communication EU Gender 
Action Plan III – An Ambitious Agenda for Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in EU External 
Action, it was initially designed for the period 2021–2025 and later extended until the end of 2027, in 
line with the EU’s multiannual programming cycle (MFF). GAP III presented gender equality as a central 
objective of EU external action rather than a secondary cross-cutting concern. It called for gender-
transformative, intersectional action rooted in human-rights principles and set an ambitious target for 
85 % of all new external actions to advance gender equality. It also sought to strengthen implementation 
at country level through CLIPs, closer coordination with Member States and partners, and stronger 
political and policy dialogue. Finally, GAP III further strengthened the institutional role of GFPs, by 
defining their requirement for solid technical capacity on gender issues and assigning them 
responsibilities to advise, coordinate and support the implementation and mainstreaming of the GAP 
across Delegation, Unit and Directorate activities. It also reaffirmed that gender mainstreaming remains 
a shared responsibility for all staff. 

The adoption of GAP III also revealed the political contestation surrounding gender equality within the 
EU itself. In 2020, governments of Bulgaria, Hungary and Poland blocked formal Council Conclusions, 
objecting to the language of “gender equality” and refusing to endorse the Action Plan. The German 
Presidency therefore issued Presidency Conclusions, supported by 24 Member State delegations, 
inviting the Commission, the High Representative and the Member States to implement GAP III across 
EU external action22. This episode illustrates both the EU’s continued ambition in this field and the 
internal resistance linked to conservative and anti-gender equality mobilisation. Civil society 
organisations broadly welcomed GAP III’s more gender-transformative, intersectional and rights-based 
approach, but have also criticised weaker public reporting and the narrow thematic focus of the 2023 
independent evaluation, which limited comprehensive assessment across all thematic areas23. 

1.4. Overview of GAP III 
The ‘EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in EU external action’, is the EU’s policy and operational framework for promoting 
gender equality and women’s and girls’ empowerment in its external action. It was adopted as a Joint 
Communication by the European Commission and the High Representative in 2020 and applies to EU 
external policy, including development cooperation, neighbourhood policy, foreign and security policy, 
humanitarian action, trade and international partnerships. GAP III presents gender equality both as a 
core EU value and as a human-rights, development, peace and security objective. Its overall ambition 
is to contribute to a “gender-equal world” and to accelerate progress towards SDG 5 and the wider 
2030 Agenda24. 

 
20  F. Beier and G. Çağlar, Depoliticising Gender Equality in Turbulent Times: The Case of the European Gender Action Plan for External 

Relations. Political Studies Review, 18(3), 426-443, 2020. 
21  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. Joint communication to the 

European Parliament and the Council – EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III – An ambitious agenda for gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in EU external action. Brussels: EC, 2020. 

22  Council of the EU (2020). Presidency conclusions on the Gender Action Plan (GAP) III 2021–2025: An ambitious agenda for gender 
equality and women’s empowerment in EU external action (Doc. 13947/20). 

23  CONCORD Europe, Implementing the EU Gender Action Plan III: Turning ambition into impact?, CONCORD Europe, Brussels, June 
2023. 

24  European Commission, EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality and women’s empowerment in EU 
external action, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November 2020. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0017
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0017
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GAP III is built around a three-pronged approach. First, it promotes gender mainstreaming, meaning 
that gender equality should be integrated across external policies, sectors, programmes and actions. 
Second, it supports targeted actions where gender equality and women’s and girls’ empowerment are 
the main objective. Third, it uses political and policy dialogue to advance gender equality with partner 
governments, civil society, WROs, multilateral actors and other stakeholders. This means that GAP III 
is not only a programming document, but also a framework for diplomacy, partnerships and institutional 
accountability. 

A central feature of GAP III is its commitment to making EU external action more systematically gender-
responsive. The EU reconfirmed that by 2025, 85% of all new external actions should have gender 
equality and women’s and girls’ empowerment as either a significant objective (G1) or a principal 
objective (G2). GAP III also commits the EU to supporting at least one action with gender equality as a 
principal objective (G2) in each country. This is important because it combines broad mainstreaming 
with more focused gender-equality interventions. 

While the three-pronged approach describes the main instruments through which GAP III is 
implemented, the Action Plan is underpinned by three guiding principles that should inform all EU 
external actions. The first is a gender-transformative approach, which means that EU action should not 
only include women and girls but also seek to change unequal gender norms, stereotypes and power 
relations. The second is intersectionality, meaning that gender inequality should be understood in 
relation to other forms of discrimination, such as disability, age, ethnicity, religion, migration status, 
poverty, rural location and sexual orientation. The third is a human-rights-based approach, which places 
non-discrimination, participation, accountability and access to remedy at the centre of EU action. 

To translate these objectives into practice, GAP III is organised around five mutually reinforcing pillars, 
which define its implementation, coordination and monitoring framework. These are: (1) making EU 
engagement on gender equality more effective as a cross-cutting priority, (2) promoting strategic EU 
engagement at country, regional and multilateral levels, (3) focusing on six thematic areas of 
engagement, (4) leading by example through gender-responsive and gender-balanced EU institutions, 
and (5) strengthening reporting and communication on results. These pillars show that GAP III is 
concerned not only with what the EU funds, but also with how the EU organises itself, coordinates with 
partners and reports on progress. Table 1 provides an overview of GAP III at a glance. 

Table 1: GAP III at a glance 

Three-pronged 
approach Five pillars of action Three guiding 

principles 

1. Gender 
mainstreaming 
2. Targeted actions 
3. Political dialogue 

1. Gender equality as a cross-cutting priority 
2. Strategic country, regional and multilateral 
engagement 
3. Six thematic areas of engagement 
4. EU leads by example 
5. Reporting and communicating results 

1. Gender-
transformative 
2. Intersectional 
3. Human-rights-
based 

Source: Authors, based on European Commission, EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality 
and women’s empowerment in EU external action, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November 2020. 

Within this implementation framework, Pillar 3 identifies six thematic areas in which the EU seeks to 
strengthen its engagement on gender equality (see Figure 1). These are: (1) freedom from all forms of 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0017
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0017
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GBV, (2) SRHR, (3) economic and social rights and the empowerment of girls and women, (4) equal 
participation and leadership, (5) WPS, and (6) the gender dimensions of the green transition and digital 
transformation. Together, these areas broaden the gender equality agenda beyond a narrow focus on 
women’s economic empowerment or representation alone. They connect gender equality to bodily 
autonomy, violence, care, education, health, political power, peace and security, climate action and 
digital inclusion. 

Figure 1:  GAP III’s six thematic areas of engagement 

 

Source: Authors, based on European Commission, EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality 
and women’s empowerment in EU external action, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November 2020. 

Beyond its strategic framework, GAP III establishes three minimum programming standards that apply 
to all EU-funded external actions (see Table 2). These standards are operational requirements to ensure 
that gender equality is systematically integrated throughout the programming cycle. First, programmes 
should be based on updated gender analysis, and that analysis should inform policies, strategies, 
dialogues, programmes and operations. Second, monitoring and evaluation should use gender-
sensitive and sex-disaggregated indicators and statistics. Third, if an action is considered not to 
contribute to gender equality, this must be justified on the basis of the gender analysis. These standards 
are important because they make gender equality a routine programming requirement. 

Table 2: GAP III minimum standards for EU-funded external action 

GAP III’s minimum standard design for all external EU-funded programmes 

1 
Use updated 

gender analysis 

2 
Apply gender-sensitive and sex-

disaggregated indicators 

3 
Give robust reasons for actions 

deemed not to contribute 

Source: Authors, based on European Commission, EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality 
and women’s empowerment in EU external action, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November 2020. 

Finally, GAP III strengthens the institutional dimension of the EU external action through a “leading by 
example” approach. This includes gender-responsive leadership, stronger gender expertise, GFP, 
training, senior gender advisers and progress towards gender balance in management positions. It also 
provides for annual monitoring, reporting through external financing instruments, mid-term and final 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0017
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0017
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0017
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020JC0017


Assessing the third Gender Action Plan (GAP III) as a Foundation for Designing GAP IV: Lessons learned for the 
Post-2027 Framework 

 17 PE 790.684 

reporting, and the use of thematic indicators in CLIPs. This makes GAP III both an external policy 
framework and an internal reform agenda for the EU institutions involved in external action25. 

1.5. Relevant EU external action frameworks connected to GAP III 

1.5.1. NDICI – Global Europe (2021-2027) 
The Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument – Global Europe (NDICI–
Global Europe)26 is the EU’s main external financing instrument for the period 2021–2027 and provides 
the principal financial framework through which GAP III is implemented. Established by Regulation (EU) 
2021/947, it merged several previous external financing instruments into a single framework with an 
overall budget of approximately EUR 79.5 billion27. The instrument covers cooperation with partner 
countries in the neighbourhood, Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and the Pacific, and the Americas and 
Caribbean, as well as thematic programmes and rapid-response actions. 

NDICI–Global Europe is particularly important for gender equality because, unlike previous external 
financing instruments, it includes an explicit gender equality objective. Article 8 of the Regulation 
establishes that at least 85% of all new actions implemented under the instrument should have gender 
equality and women’s and girls’ empowerment as a principal or significant objective (G1), while at least 
5% of actions should have gender equality as a principal objective (G2). These targets closely mirror 
the ambitions of GAP III and provide a legal and financial basis for translating political commitments 
into programming decisions. Gender equality is therefore not only a policy objective under GAP III but 
also a formal requirement within the EU’s principal external financing instrument. 

The integration of gender equality into NDICI–Global Europe is operationalised through the OECD-
DAC Gender Equality Policy Marker, which is used to classify actions as having gender equality as a 
principal objective (G2), a significant objective (G1) or not targeting gender equality (G0). GAP III 
strengthened the use of this marker by requiring all external actions to be informed by gender analysis 
and by requiring a justification whenever an action is considered not to contribute to gender equality. 
In this way, NDICI–Global Europe and GAP III together created a common accountability framework 
linking programming, financing and reporting. 

NDICI–Global Europe is also significant because it supports interventions through its geographic and 
thematic programmes in areas such as governance, education, health, climate action, digitalisation, 
migration, infrastructure, energy and private-sector development. This broad scope has enabled 
gender equality to be integrated into sectors. The instrument therefore reinforces GAP III’s ambition to 
treat gender equality as a cross-cutting objective across all areas of EU external action rather than as a 
stand-alone development issue. 

At the same time, the implementation of NDICI–Global Europe reflects broader structural tensions in 
gender mainstreaming. While gender equality targets have largely been met, the share of actions with 
gender equality as a principal objective (G2) remains comparatively low. Independent assessments28, 
acknowledged by the Commission’s 2025 Annual Report, have also noted that financial tracking does 
not necessarily demonstrate transformative outcomes and that stronger linkages are needed between 

 
25  Ibid. 
26  European Parliament and Council, Regulation on establishing the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation 

Instrument - Global Europe, Official Journal of the European Union, L 209, 14 June 2021. 
27  Ibid. 
28  ADE s.a., Intermediate evaluation of the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021-2027): Final report, Volume I, Main 

report, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2025; Burni, A. and Somji, A., From GAP III to GAP IV: Rethinking the 
EU’s global support for gender equality, ODI Europe, Brussels, October 2025. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/947/oj
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gender analysis, budget allocations, results frameworks and accountability mechanisms. Questions 
have also been raised regarding the integration of gender equality into blending operations, guarantees 
and other investment-oriented instruments. Available evidence suggests that these modalities have 
generally performed less strongly against GAP III gender targets than grant-based programmes and 
traditional cooperation instruments29. 

The future of the gender equality objective within the post-2027 EU external financing framework is 
therefore highly relevant for the design of GAP IV. The Commission’s proposal for the next Global 
Europe instrument (2028–2034) no longer includes the same binding gender-equality targets currently 
contained in the NDICI–Global Europe Regulation. This represents a potential shift from a target-based 
accountability model towards a more general mainstreaming approach, with implications for 
transparency, monitoring and parliamentary oversight. 

1.5.2. Global Gateway (2021-2027)30 
The EU’s broader external investment strategies also influence its gender equality agenda. One of its 
central instruments is the Global Gateway initiative, introduced in 2021 as the EU’s main framework for 
international infrastructure and investment cooperation. It aims to mobilise up to EUR 300 billion for 
connectivity, digital, climate and energy, transport, health and education infrastructure worldwide, and 
is presented as a value-based high-standard investment initiative. The original Global Gateway 
Communication does include gender equality among the global challenges it seeks to address, and 
states that Global Gateway projects and investments should be inclusive, notably in terms of gender 
equality31. However, these commitments remain broad and are not accompanied by a dedicated 
gender-target architecture comparable to the targets embedded in NDICI-Global Europe and GAP III. 

While not a gender-specific initiative, Global Gateway has implications for gender equality. By design, 
it focuses on large-scale infrastructure and strategic investments, often in partnership with the private 
sector. Critics have noted that gender equality and women’s empowerment have so far not been central 
to Global Gateway’s programming, raising concerns that this strategy might pursue economic and 
geopolitical goals while overlooking inclusion. Civil-society critics of Global Gateway suggest that its 
current design gives insufficient attention to gender equality and women’s empowerment. A 2024 joint 
report by Oxfam, Eurodad and Counter Balance argues that it remains unclear whether Global Gateway 
implements a progressive gender-equality approach and calls for closer scrutiny of its effects on 
inequality, labour outcomes and power relations32. 

Since infrastructure, digital and energy investments are not gender-neutral, this becomes significant: 
depending on how they are designed they can either reduce or reproduce existing inequalities. The 
think tank ODI Europe, therefore, recommends that future EU gender-policy frameworks set out clear 
guidelines and requirements for integrating gender equality into Global Gateway33. This concern has 

 
29  European Commission, Commission staff working document accompanying the document Report from the Commission to the 

European Parliament and the Council 2025 Annual Report on the implementation of the European Union’s External Action Instruments 
in 2024, SWD(2025) 390 PUBLIC, Brussels, 2025; Burni, A. and Somji, A., From GAP III to GAP IV: Rethinking the EU’s global support for 
gender equality, ODI Europe, Brussels, October 2025. 

30  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Communication to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions and the European 
Investment Bank: The Global Gateway, JOIN(2021) 30 final, Brussels, 1 December 2020. 

31 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Communication to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions and the European 
Investment Bank: The Global Gateway, JOIN(2021) 30 final, Brussels, 1 December 2020. 

32  A. Gerasimcikova,and F. Sial, Who profits from the Global Gateway? The EU’s new strategy for development 
cooperation, Eurodad, Counter Balance, and Oxfam, October 2024. 

33  A. Burni and A. Somji, From GAP III to GAP IV: Rethinking the EU’s global support for gender equality, ODI Europe, October 
2025. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2024-10/Who%20Profits%20From%20The%20Global%20Gateway%20-%20Report%20Final.pdf
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2024-10/Who%20Profits%20From%20The%20Global%20Gateway%20-%20Report%20Final.pdf
https://media.odi.org/documents/From_GAP_III_to_GAP_IV_-_Report.pdf
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also been taken up by the European Parliament. In its 2026 resolution on Global Gateway, the 
Parliament stressed the importance of applying a gender-responsive approach to Global Gateway 
programming and called for impact measurement using indicators such as social inclusion and gender 
equality, in line with the SGDs and GAP III34. 

1.5.3. Team Europe 
The Team Europe approach brings together the EU, its Member States, including their implementing 
agencies and public development banks, as well as the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. Team Europe Initiatives (TEIs) are an important 
implementation framework in EU external action and are closely linked to both NDICI–Global Europe 
programming and the Global Gateway strategy. According to the European Commission, TEIs identify 
critical country or regional priorities where coordinated action by ‘Team Europe’ can have a 
transformative impact. The Commission describes this approach as having become the backbone of EU 
international cooperation and its programming35. 

TEIs have the potential for improving gender equality, as pooling resources and expertise, can make 
actions more effective, add more value and make a greater transformative impact. Some TEIs explicitly 
focus on gender equality and women’s empowerment. In Zimbabwe, for example, Team Europe has 
established a gender equality and women empowerment TEI, bringing together the EU and various 
Member States around priorities in line with the Zimbabwean National Development Strategy including 
fighting GBV and promoting women’s political, social and economic empowerment36. 

Other TEIs integrate gender equality within broader thematic initiatives. In Latin America and the 
Caribbean (LAC), the Inclusive and Equitable Societies in LAC TEI focuses on improving access to social 
rights and services, strengthening inclusive institutions and supporting just transitions, explicitly 
focusing on women, youth and other vulnerable groups (migrants, displaced persons, indigenous 
people, etc.) and, in terms of income, on the bottom 40% population. It is linked to the social dimension 
of the EU-Latin America and the Caribbean Global Gateway agenda, and the related launch material 
stated that it would mobilise more than EUR 1 billion37, including 131 million earmarked specifically for 
gender equality and youth empowerment38. 

TEIs can therefore be an important vehicle for advancing gender equality in practice. At the same time, 
ODI Europe argues that stronger guidance is needed to ensure that gender equality is systematically 
integrated across TEIs and not just on an ad hoc basis39. 

1.5.4. IPA III (2021-2027)40 
The Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA III) is also relevant for GAP III implementation 
because it finances EU external action in enlargement countries. Regulation (EU) 2021/1529 explicitly 

 
34  European Parliament, Resolution of 26 March 2026 on Global Gateway – past impacts and future orientation, P10_TA(2026)0104, 26 

March 2026. European Parliament, Report on Global Gateway – past impacts and future orientation, A10-0045/2026, Committee on 
Foreign Affairs and Committee on Development, 5 March 2026. 

35  European Commission, ‘Team Europe Initiatives’, webpage, nd. 
36  EEAS, Team Europe Initiative on Gender Equality and Women Empowerment, 2023. 
37  European Union, ‘Inclusive and Equitable Societies in LAC’, webpage, nd. 
38  European Union, Team Europe Initiative Inclusive and Equitable Societies in Latin America and the Caribbean, Factsheet, 

October 2025. 
39  A. Burni and A. Somji, From GAP III to GAP IV: Rethinking the EU’s global support for gender equality, ODI Europe, October 

2025. 
40  European Parliament and Council of the European Union, Regulation (EU) 2021/1529 of 15 September 2021 establishing the 

Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA III), OJ L 330, 20 September 2021. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-10-2026-0104_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-10-2026-0045_EN.html
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/team-europe-initiatives_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2023/A5-template-teameurope%20-Get%20to%20know%20us-%20Gender.pdf
https://capacity4dev.europa.eu/resources/team-europe-tracker/partner-countries/latin-america-and-caribbean/inclusive-and-equitable-societies-lac_en
https://capacity4dev.europa.eu/system/files/documents/2026-03/TEI_factsheet.pdf
https://media.odi.org/documents/From_GAP_III_to_GAP_IV_-_Report.pdf
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links IPA III to gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls41. It requires gender equality 
to be reflected and mainstreamed throughout implementation, identifies the promotion of gender 
equality as a specific thematic priority, and requires IPA III programmes and actions to mainstream 
gender equality alongside climate change, environmental protection and human rights. 

IPA III is particularly relevant because its thematic priority on gender equality mirrors the substantive 
areas covered by GAP III, including gender-based violence, SRHR, economic and social rights, equal 
participation and leadership, women, peace and security, and the gender dimensions of green and 
digital transformations, including gender budgeting. This shows that GAP III’s agenda is not limited to 
NDICI–Global Europe but also applies to the pre-accession framework. However, unlike NDICI–Global 
Europe, IPA III does not provide the same explicit 85%/5% gender-marker target architecture, which 
reinforces the need for instrument-specific reporting under GAP IV. 

  

 
41  Regulation (EU) 2021/1529 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 September 2021 establishing the Instrument for Pre-

Accession Assistance (IPA III), OJ L 330, 20 September 2021, pp. 1–26, in particular recital 27, Article 3(2) Article 6(2) and Annex II. 
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 ASSESSMENT OF GAP III IMPLEMENTATION 

2.1. GAP III implementation tools: country-level implementation plans, 
gender country profiles, gender focal points and gender analyses 

The operationalisation of GAP III across diverse country contexts relies on a set of complementary 
planning, analytical instruments and implementation tools (see Table 3). 

Table 3: GAP III implementation tools and lessons for GAP IV 

Tool Purpose under GAP III Main GAP IV lesson 

Country-Level 
Implementation 

Plans (CLIPs) 

Translate GAP III priorities into 
country-level objectives, 
programming entry points and 
dialogue priorities. 

Make CLIPs more strategic, regularly 
updated, publicly available where 
feasible, and linked to programming and 
political dialogue. 

Gender Country 
Profiles (GCPs) 

Provide the broader country-level 
evidence base on gender 
inequalities, legal frameworks, 
actors and priorities. 

Keep profiles updated and ensure they 
inform CLIPs and sector programming. 

Gender analyses Inform the design of programmes, 
sector interventions and 
G0/G1/G2 classification. 

Require clearer links between analysis, 
objectives, budgets, indicators and 
monitoring. 

Gender Focal 
Points (GFPs) 

Support internal coordination, 
expertise and follow-up within EU 
Delegations and headquarters. 

Formalise GFP responsibilities and 
ensure sufficient protected time, 
appropriate seniority, resources, training 
and access to management and 
decision-making, while maintaining 
gender mainstreaming as a 
responsibility of all staff. 

Source: Authors, based on European Commission, EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality 
and women’s empowerment in EU external action, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November 2020. 

Among these, CLIPs play a central role in translating the strategy’s overarching priorities into concrete, 
country-specific objectives, actions and entry points for policy dialogue, programming and 
communication42. They are designed to support a Team Europe approach and to connect EU gender 
objectives more closely to the wider programming framework in each partner country. Rather than 
functioning as abstract policy guidance, CLIPs are intended to embed gender equality objectives within 
the broader architecture of EU external engagement. In this sense, they localise GAP III by identifying 
how priorities such as combating GBV, advancing women’s economic empowerment, strengthening 
women’s participation and leadership or integrating gender dimensions into green and digital 
transitions should be pursued in a specific national context, rather than treating gender equality as a 

 
42  European Commission, EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality and women’s empowerment in EU 

external action, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November 2020. 
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generic cross-cutting issue43. In this way, they are meant to anchor EU gender commitments more 
firmly in country-level programming processes. 

The development of CLIPs is supported by a layered analytical system. Gender country profiles (GCPs) 
and additional gender analyses are meant to inform the preparation of CLIPs and provide the evidence 
base for their formulation. The GCP offers broad overview of the gender equality situation in that 
context, while the CLIP builds on this by identifying the EU’s strategic gender priorities in that country 
context. Sector-specific gender analyses then complement this framework by informing the design of 
individual projects in areas such as agriculture, climate or digital policy, while aligning as closely as 
possible with national priorities. The idea is that EU programming should not start from scratch each 
time: it should build on the GCP and the CLIP before using additional sector-specific gender analysis 
to shape the design of individual actions44. In principle, the CLIP is intended to be a living document, 
drafted in consultation with the national authorities as well as civil society organisations (CSOs) and 
indeed in collaboration with EU Member States (within Team Europe Initiative where applicable)45. 

Alongside planning instruments, GAP III also places emphasis on institutional capacity within EU 
delegations. GFPs are identified as key actors in ensuring implementation and coherence of gender 
equality objectives. The framework foresees support for their role through capacity-building measures, 
including dedicated training, knowledge-sharing mechanisms, and network-based support structures. 
Monitoring arrangements under GAP III also track staffing capacity by including indicators on GFP 
presence and gender-related responsibilities within delegation structures46. Evidence from 
Commission reporting indicates both progress and persistent disparities. For instance, the 2023 joint 
mid-term review reported that 44% of GFPs in EU delegations had formal job descriptions explicitly 
referring to gender equality responsibilities. More recent updates, including the 2025 response to the 
interim evaluation, highlight continued efforts to strengthen implementation through regular GFP 
coordination meetings, peer learning activities, additional guidance tools, and expanded in-person 
training across delegations. 

Overall, the effectiveness of GAP III at country level depends not only on the availability of planning 
tools such as CLIPs and supporting analytical instruments, but also on the institutional conditions within 
delegations, particularly the availability of expertise, coordination capacity, and sustained 
organisational support for gender mainstreaming in practice. 

2.2. Cross-Cutting Implementation of GAP III: Institutional and strategic 
objectives 

Before turning to the six thematic areas of engagement, it is useful to examine GAP III’s cross-cutting 
implementation architecture. The GAP III Joint Communication is organised around five broad pillars: 
(1) gender equality as a cross-cutting priority, (2) strategic engagement at country, regional and 
multilateral level, (3) six thematic areas of engagement, (4) the EU leading by example, and (5) 

 
43  L. MacKellar et al., Mid-term evaluation of the implementation of the European Union Gender Action Plan III, European Commission 
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44  European Commission, Integrating Gender Equality in EU Actions: How to Apply the OECD-DAC Gender Equality Policy Marker, 

October 2024. 
45  European Commission, Joint Communication on EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality and 

women’s empowerment in EU external action, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November 2020. 
46  European Commission, Joint Document on Objectives and Indicators to frame the implementation of the Gender Action Plan III (2021–

25), SWD(2020) 284 final, 25 November 2020, p. 23. 
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reporting and communication on results. The accompanying Joint Staff Working Document47 translates 
this architecture into institutional, strategic and thematic objectives and indicators, as it sought not 
only to advance results across its thematic areas of engagement, but also to further transform the way 
in which the EU integrates gender equality and women’s empowerment throughout its external action. 
To this end, it established five institutional and strategic goals: (1) gender mainstreaming of all actions 
and targeted gender actions, (2) strategic engagement at country level, (3) strategic engagement at 
regional and multi-country level, (4) strategic engagement at international level, and (5) strengthening 
the EU’s own institutional performance through the principle that “the EU leads by example”. For 
analytical clarity, this section therefore first considers cross-cutting implementation before the study 
turns to the assessment of the implementation across the six thematic areas in the next chapter. 

Overall, the available evidence48 suggests that GAP III’s strongest contribution has been 
institutionalisation. Compared with earlier GAPs, GAP III made gender equality more visible and routine 
in EU external action by linking political commitment to programming targets, gender analysis, OECD-
DAC gender markers, CLIPs, reporting requirements and quality review processes. The 85% target for 
new external actions to contribute to gender equality and women’s and girls’ empowerment has been 
particularly important. It created a clear institutional incentive for EU services and delegations to 
consider gender equality across sectors and instruments, including in areas where gender had 
previously been less visible. At the same time, the achievement of marker targets should not be read 
as evidence of transformative impact on its own. Both the mid-term evaluation and later 
implementation evidence show that GAP III has been more successful in strengthening systems, 
routines and incentives than in demonstrating how these translate into measurable changes in the lives 
of women and girls49. This is a central distinction for GAP IV: mainstreaming has become more 
systematic, but the link between gender analysis, programming choices, budget allocations, 
implementation, results and evidence of impact remains uneven. 

A further cross-cutting development under GAP III has been the closer integration of gender equality 
with the EU’s human-rights-based approach (HRBA) in programming and mainstreaming practice. This 
matters because gender mainstreaming is part of a broader rights-based approach concerned with 
participation, non-discrimination, accountability, transparency and attention to those most at risk of 
exclusion. In DG INTPA practice, gender equality and HRBA have increasingly been treated as mutually 
reinforcing standards for programme design, quality review, monitoring and policy dialogue50.  

At country level, GAP III introduced a more strategic and coordinated approach than previous GAPs. 
CLIPs provided a common framework for EU Delegations and Member States to identify priorities and 
organise collective action around gender equality objectives. The mid-term and intermediate 
evaluations found that CLIPs improved internal coordination and increased the visibility of gender 
equality within EU external action51. They also encouraged greater use of gender analysis and fostered 

 
47  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Staff Working Document: 
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48  ADE s.a., Intermediate evaluation of the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021-2027): Final report, Volume I, Main 
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implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021-2027): Final report, Volume II, Case studies, European Commission, Brussels, 27 
November 2025. European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Mid-Term 
Report on the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III, JOIN(2023) 36 final, Brussels, 20 November 2023. 
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An updated Toolbox for placing rights-holders at the centre of EU’s Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation. 
51  L. MacKellar et al., Mid-term evaluation of the implementation of the European Union Gender Action Plan III, Final Report, Vol. I, 

European Commission, April 2023; ADE s.a., Intermediate evaluation of the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021–
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stronger engagement with partner governments and civil society organisations in several countries. 
However, implementation varied considerably. In some contexts, CLIPs became active coordination 
instruments linked to political dialogue and programming decisions, while in others they remained more 
internal or descriptive planning tools, with weaker influence over actual programming decisions. 

Consultation processes also vary considerably from country to country, even if in some cases they 
involve substantial engagement with civil society, governments, UN actors and Member States52. In 
addition, ODI’s 2025 assessment53 argues that the usefulness of CLIPs depends strongly on the quality 
and timeliness of the underlying gender analysis, as well as on the availability of gender expertise within 
or around EU Delegations. Where GCPs are outdated, or where those preparing the analysis and CLIP 
have limited specialised gender expertise, CLIPs are less likely to identify current priorities or strategic 
entry points for EU action. ODI also cautions that CLIPs have not always functioned as forward-looking 
planning tools for transformative change, highlighting that in some cases, they have served more to 
map ongoing gender-related activities than to define future objectives, responsibilities and 
contributions54. 

This points to a missed opportunity for GAP IV: CLIPs could be used more systematically to define the 
change the EU seeks to support, the actors best placed to contribute, and the combination of 
programming, dialogue and partnerships needed to achieve it. Their effectiveness appears to depend 
heavily on leadership, staff capacity, available gender expertise, consultation with civil society and the 
broader political context55. 

The quality and use of gender analysis also remain uneven. GAP III requires EU-funded external actions 
to be informed by updated gender analysis and asks that actions considered not to contribute to gender 
equality be justified on the basis of such analysis. This is important because it makes gender analysis a 
minimum standard rather than an optional add-on. In practice, however, the available evidence 
indicates that gender analysis is not always sufficiently operationalised in action documents, budgets 
or monitoring frameworks. GAP IV should therefore preserve the requirement for gender analysis but 
make clearer how such analysis should shape priority-setting, programme design, risk assessment, 
budget choices and indicators56. 

Political and policy dialogue is formally one of the three strands of the EU’s approach, alongside gender 
mainstreaming and targeted actions. GAP III strengthened the expectation that gender equality should 
be integrated into political, security, human rights and sectoral dialogues with partner governments, 
national gender equality mechanisms and other stakeholders57. This is important because many barriers 
to gender equality require legal, institutional and political change, not only project-level interventions. 
The evidence suggests that GAP III has helped increase the visibility of gender equality in dialogue with 
partner governments, civil society and multilateral actors. However, the connection between dialogue 
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and programming remains uneven. In several areas, including women’s economic empowerment, SRHR, 
WPS and civic space, the effectiveness of EU action depends on whether political dialogue, targeted 
support and mainstreamed programming reinforce each other. GAP IV should therefore treat political 
dialogue not as a separate diplomatic activity, but as part of the implementation chain linking analysis, 
funding, advocacy and results. 

Progress at regional and multi-country level appears less developed than country-level 
implementation. GAP III encouraged the development of regional gender analyses and region-specific 
priorities, helping to address transboundary issues such as migration, climate change, peace and 
security, and economic integration. Regional programmes increasingly incorporated gender objectives 
and several Team Europe Initiatives integrated gender equality considerations into their design. 
Nevertheless, the evaluation found that regional implementation often lacked the coherence and 
visibility achieved at country level. Reporting remained fragmented and evidence of collective regional 
impact was more difficult to demonstrate than for country-based interventions. GAP IV could therefore 
usefully clarify how regional and multi-country programming should contribute to GAP objectives, 
especially in areas where challenges are inherently transnational. 

At international level, GAP III reinforced the EU’s role as a global advocate for gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. The Mid-Term Report documents extensive engagement in multilateral 
processes and international partnerships, including the Generation Equality Forum, the Action Coalition 
on GBV, the Call to Action on Protection from GBV in Emergencies, the Women, Peace and Security 
agenda, and advocacy within United Nations processes and other international fora58. GAP III 
contributed to strengthening the visibility and credibility of the EU as a global actor with the ability to 
combine financial support, policy dialogue and multilateral advocacy. 

The objective that the “EU leads by example” focused on institutional transformation within the EU 
itself. Progress was achieved through the expansion of GFP networks, increased availability of gender 
expertise, strengthened training programmes and improved institutional guidance. Gender equality has 
become more visible within organisational processes and management structures than under previous 
GAPs. An innovative approach to leveraging internal gender knowledge and expertise includes the use 
of gender working groups. Gender expertise can also be integrated into individual missions. In addition, 
proactive quality assurance on gender should be strengthened at EU Delegation level, as well as 
through iterative exchanges between Delegations and Brussels. This approach can be further 
supported by drawing on external gender expertise, for example through technical assistance contracts 
with country-based CSOs and WROs. Nevertheless, important challenges remain. GFP frequently 
continue to perform their functions alongside other responsibilities, dedicated gender experts within 
the EU Delegations are very rare, resources remain unevenly distributed, and institutional incentives do 
not always match the ambition of GAP III. The long-term sustainability of achievements will depend on 
continued investment in gender expertise, leadership commitment and organisational accountability 
and a very close alignment of political and operational programming. 

Taken together, GAP III has substantially strengthened the institutional architecture for gender equality 
in EU external action. Its main achievement has been to make gender equality a more routine 
expectation across programming, dialogue, coordination and reporting. Its main weakness is that this 
architecture does not yet consistently demonstrate whether, where and how EU action produces 
transformative results. This cross-cutting finding frames the thematic analysis that follows: the key 
question is not only whether GAP III has increased the visibility of gender equality, but whether that 
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visibility has translated into better-funded, better-designed and more accountable action across the 
six thematic areas. This points to an important priority for GAP IV: maintaining the gains achieved in 
mainstreaming and institutionalisation while placing greater emphasis on results, outcome 
measurement, evaluation and learning. 

2.3. Implementation across the six key thematic areas of engagement 

2.3.1. Ensuring freedom from all forms of gender-based violence (GBV) 
Global situation 

Globally, GBV remains one of the most widespread and persistent human rights violations. WHO’s 
latest global estimates indicate that nearly one in three women, around 840 million women globally, 
have experienced physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence in 
their lifetime, with little overall progress since 2000. In the previous 12 months alone, 316 million women 
aged 15 and older were subjected to physical or sexual violence by an intimate partner59. 

Femicide remains the most extreme manifestation of this continuum of violence: in 2024, around 50000 
women and girls were killed by intimate partners or other family members, equivalent to 137 women 
and girls every day, or one every ten minutes60. Harmful practices also remain widespread. UNICEF 
estimates that more than 230 million girls and women alive today have undergone female genital 
mutilation, an increase of 30 million compared with estimates released eight years earlier, while around 
640 million girls and women alive today were married in childhood61. Sexual violence against children is 
also pervasive: UNICEF’s first global estimates suggest that 240 to 310 million boys and men and more 
than 370 million girls and women, or one in eight, experienced rape or sexual assault before the age of 
18. When non-contact forms of sexual violence are included, these figure rises between 410 and 530 
million (or around 1 in 7) of boys and men alive today have been subjected to sexual violence in 
childhood and to 650 million, or one in five girls and women62. 

These figures are likely to underestimate the true scale of violence because stigma, fear of retaliation, 
lack of trust in institutions and weak data systems continue to depress reporting. They underline why 
GAP III’s first thematic area remains central: freedom from GBV requires not only protection and 
services for survivors, but also legal reform, prevention, accountability, social norm change, data 
collection, and long-term support for women’s rights organisations and feminist movements. 

Evidence of progress 

GAP III makes freedom from GBV the first of its six thematic areas of engagement. In the accompanying 
objectives and indicators Staff Working Document63, this area is defined broadly. It covers violence in 
the public and private spheres, the workplace and online, and links EU action to legislation and 

 
59  World Health Organization, Violence against women prevalence estimates, 2023: Global, regional and national prevalence 

estimates for intimate partner violence against women and non-partner sexual violence against women, WHO, Geneva, 
2025. 

60  United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and UN Women, Femicides in 2024: Global estimates of intimate partner/family member 
femicides, UNODC and UN Women, Vienna/New York, 2025. 

61  UNICEF, Female Genital Mutilation: A global concern - 2024 update, UNICEF Data, New York, 7 March 2024. ; UNICEF, Is an End to 
Child Marriage within Reach? Latest trends and future prospects, UNICEF Data, New York, May 2023. 

62  UNICEF, UNICEF Data: Sexual violence, New York, June 2025. 
63  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Staff Working Document: 

Objectives and Indicators to frame the implementation of the Gender Action Plan III (2021-25), SWD(2020) 284 final, Brussels, 25 
November 2020. 

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240116962
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240116962
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2025/11/femicides-in-2024-global-estimates-of-intimate-partner-family-member-femicides
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2025/11/femicides-in-2024-global-estimates-of-intimate-partner-family-member-femicides
https://data.unicef.org/resources/female-genital-mutilation-a-global-concern-2024/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/is-an-end-to-child-marriage-within-reach/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/is-an-end-to-child-marriage-within-reach/
https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/violence/sexual-violence/


Assessing the third Gender Action Plan (GAP III) as a Foundation for Designing GAP IV: Lessons learned for the 
Post-2027 Framework 

 27 PE 790.684 

enforcement, social norm change, access to survivor-centred services, trafficking, fragile and 
humanitarian contexts, support for WROs, and improved GBV data. 

The GAP III indicator framework is therefore relatively ambitious: it does not only ask whether the EU 
funds GBV projects, but also whether laws are strengthened, services are accessible, cases are 
investigated and sentenced, social norms shift, and disaggregated data are collected and used64. 

The strongest evidence of progress is at the level of political prioritisation, programming and funding. 
The Joint Mid-Term Report65 states that GBV became a priority in most partner countries, and that 
more than 100 CLIPs prioritised ending GBV and harmful practices. It also reports EU support for legal 
and policy reforms, prevention work, social norms change and survivor support. This suggests that GAP 
III helped move GBV from being a stand-alone protection issue to a more systematic concern across 
EU external action. 

One promising example of broader gender mainstreaming in implementation is the EU-funded 
Programme d’appui à la réforme de la police, Phase III (PARP III) in the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
Although PARP III is not designed as a stand-alone GBV programme, it illustrates how gender equality 
and protection concerns can be integrated into wider rule-of-law, policing and security-sector reform. 
The programme supports police reform at central level and in pilot provinces, with objectives including 
improved police accountability, professionalisation of the police and criminal justice chain, modernised 
human-resource management, and community policing to restore public trust. These are all relevant to 
the enabling conditions for preventing and responding to GBV, because survivor protection and access 
to justice depend not only on specialised services, but also on accountable police structures, trained 
judicial police officers, stronger links between police and communities, and functioning local security 
governance66. 

PARP III is therefore useful as an example of the kind of mainstreaming GAP III seeks to encourage: 
gender equality and GBV-related concerns are not treated only through dedicated protection projects 
but can also be embedded in programmes concerned with justice, security governance, police training, 
accountability and service delivery. The example also shows the limits of mainstreaming. Unless gender 
objectives, GBV-related indicators and survivor-centred safeguards are made explicit in programme 
design and reporting, it remains difficult to assess whether such reforms translate into better 
prevention, investigation, referral or protection outcomes for women and girls. For GAP IV, this points 
to the need to make the link between mainstreamed security-sector programming and GBV results 
more visible and measurable. 

Progress can also be noted in terms of funding for GBV, which has increased, although unevenly. EU 
financial commitments for the prevention of and response to GBV in external action fell from an annual 
average of EUR 91 million in 2014–2020 to EUR 60 million in 2021, before rising sharply to EUR 282 
million in 2022. In humanitarian response, the EU allocated approximately EUR 50 million in 2023 and 
2024 from its humanitarian aid budget for targeted actions to prevent, mitigate and respond to GBV in 
emergencies – up from approximately EUR 33.1 million in 2021 and EUR 41.3 million in 202267. 
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The EU has also been active diplomatically. Under GAP III, it positioned itself as a global actor on ending 
GBV through the Generation Equality Forum’s Action Coalition on GBV, the Group of Friends to 
Eliminate Violence against Women and Girls, and the Call to Action on Protection from GBV in 
Emergencies68. This, combined with the EU’s sustained support to civil society organisations, 
particularly women’s rights organisations, has strengthened the international ecosystem of actors 
working to eliminate GBV, with the EU often playing a prominent role in maintaining political attention, 
supporting advocacy efforts, and sustaining momentum for reform at national level. 

The EU has also used sanctions in 202369 and 202470 to target individuals and entities responsible for 
sexual and GBV71. Restrictive measures included asset freezes, a prohibition on making funds or 
economic resources available, and travel bans for listed individuals. This matters because GAP III’s 
added value is not only financial but also lies in the EU’s ability to set norms, sustain political dialogue 
and multilateral pressure. 

The main flagship initiative remains the EU-UN Spotlight Initiative72, aiming to eliminate all forms of 
violence against women and girls by 2030. According to Spotlight’s own reporting, since its launch the 
initiative has contributed to more than 540 laws or policies being passed or strengthened, almost 3 
million women and girls accessing GBV services, USD 195 million being delivered to civil society 
organisations, and more than 5,000 local and grassroots WRO’s reporting greater influence and 
agency73. These are significant outputs and illustrate the kind of comprehensive model GAP III 
promotes: combining legal reform, services, prevention, civil society support, work with men and boys, 
and data. Furthermore, the commitment of the EU was confirmed through the “ACT – Advocacy, 
Coalition Building and Transformative Feminist Action to End Violence against Women” in the margins 
of the 78th UN General Assembly. In the words of Commissioner Urpilainen: “Civil Society has always 
been a key partner of the European Union. The new 22 million ACT programme with UN Women will 
allow us to increase and enhance global advocacy on ending violence against women and girls 
through direct investments in women’s rights organisations at the forefront of this battle”74. 

Limits and gaps 

However, the evidence remains stronger on inputs, activities and outputs than on long-term outcomes 
and impact. The GAP III indicator framework asks for demanding outcome-level information, such as 
whether legislation is enforced, whether survivors seek and receive support, whether GBV cases are 
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74  Directorate-General for International Partnerships webpage, EU and UN Women to boost women’s rights coalitions on ending violence 

against 18 September 2023. 

https://www.spotlightinitiative.org/
https://www.spotlightinitiative.org/impact


Assessing the third Gender Action Plan (GAP III) as a Foundation for Designing GAP IV: Lessons learned for the 
Post-2027 Framework 

 29 PE 790.684 

investigated and sentenced, whether social norms are changing, and whether quality disaggregated 
GBV data are collected and used75. Yet the available EU reporting gives more systematic information 
on commitments, programmes and examples than on whether GBV prevalence has decreased, whether 
justice outcomes have improved, or whether services have become sustainably accessible across 
partner countries76. 

The European Court of Auditors’ assessment77 of Spotlight reinforces this caution. The Court 
recognised the initiative’s ambition and unprecedented scale but concluded that it had so far had 
limited measurable impact. It also identified weaknesses concerning efficiency, value for money, 
sustainability of results and the share of resources reaching final beneficiaries. This does not mean 
Spotlight was ineffective, but it does show that large flagship programmes need stronger results 
tracking and clearer evidence on what changes for survivors, local organisations and public 
institutions78. 

Overall assessment 

Overall, GAP III has strengthened the EU’s engagement on GBV in three important ways: (1) it increased 
political visibility, (2) expanded funding and programming, and (3) promoted more structural, 
comprehensive approaches linking law, services, prevention, social norms and WROs. However, the 
available evidence does not yet allow a conclusion that EU action has produced sustained reductions in 
GBV across partner countries systematically. The strongest evidence is about what the EU has funded, 
supported and prioritised, while the weaker evidence concerns long-term outcomes, survivor access, 
enforcement, conviction rates, changes in social norms and the structural strengthening of local 
feminist movements. 

For GAP IV, the lesson is that freedom from GBV should remain a central thematic priority, while placing 
greater emphasis on accountability and local ownership. This includes strengthening outcome 
monitoring, requiring more robust country-level GBV analysis, improving reporting on the 
effectiveness and accessibility of survivor-centred services and justice responses, and providing more 
direct, flexible and predictable support to local women’s rights organisations, feminist movements and 
other relevant civil society actors. GAP IV should also further support national institutions and local 
stakeholders in preventing and responding to GBV, while giving greater attention to emerging forms 
of violence, particularly online and technology-facilitated GBV, which the mid-term evaluation 
identifies as an area requiring stronger evidence, monitoring and policy responses. 

  

 
75  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Staff Working Document: 

Objectives and Indicators to frame the implementation of the Gender Action Plan III (2021-25), SWD(2020) 284 final, Brussels, 25 
November 2020, p12. 

76  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Mid-Term Report on the 
implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III, JOIN(2023) 36 final, Brussels, 20 November 2023. 

77  European Court of Auditors, Special Report 21/2023: The Spotlight Initiative to end violence against women and girls – ambitious but 
so far with limited impact, Luxembourg, 2023. 

78  European Court of Auditors, Special Report 21/2023: The Spotlight Initiative to end violence against women and girls, Luxembourg, 
2023. 
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2.3.2. Promoting sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) 
Global situation 

Globally, progress on SRHR remains highly uneven and is increasingly under pressure. Maternal 
mortality has fallen substantially since 2000, but progress has slowed: in 2023, around 260 000 women 
died during and following pregnancy and childbirth, equivalent to almost one maternal death every two 
minutes, and just over 90% of maternal deaths occurred in low- and lower-middle-income countries79. 
Sub-Saharan Africa alone accounted for around 70% of global maternal deaths in 2023, while conflict 
and fragile settings accounted for 61% of maternal deaths despite representing only 25% of global live 
births80. At the same time, access to contraception remains highly unequal: the United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA) estimates that in 2024 around 259 million women and adolescent girls 
wanted to prevent or delay pregnancy but were not using a modern, reliable contraceptive method81. 
Bodily autonomy is also far from guaranteed: UNFPA reports that one in four women cannot make her 
own health-care decisions and that women’s bodily autonomy is diminishing in 40% of countries with 
data82. Unsafe abortion remains a major preventable health and rights concern: WHO estimates that 
around 45% of abortions are unsafe, and that unsafe abortion is an important preventable cause of 
maternal deaths and morbidity83. These figures underline why SRHR remains a core GAP III and GAP IV 
concern: it is not only a health issue, but also a rights, equality, bodily autonomy and development issue. 
They also show the potential gains of investment: Guttmacher Institute estimates that meeting all 
sexual reproductive health care needs in low- and middle-income countries would reduce maternal 
deaths by about two-thirds, while unintended pregnancies and unsafe abortions would fall by about 
one-third84. 

Evidence of progress 

SRHR is the broader rights-based framework used in GAP III. Within this framework, sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH) refers more narrowly to health needs, information, commodities and 
services. 

GAP III treats SRHR as a distinct thematic area of engagement, framing it as central to women’s and 
girls’ right to self-determination and bodily autonomy. The GAP III framework explicitly links these 
priorities to the Beijing Platform for Action, the International Conference on Population and 
Development Programme of Action and the outcomes of their review conferences85. 

Under this framework, the core objective is defined broadly: everyone must be able to decide freely 
and responsibly on matters related to their sexuality and reproductive health, completely free from 
discrimination, coercion, and violence. Furthermore, individuals must have universal access to 
affordable, quality-assured sexual and reproductive health information, comprehensive sexuality 
education, and healthcare services86. 

 
79  World Health Organization, Maternal mortality, fact sheet, 7 April 2025. 
80  Ibid. 
81  United Nations Population Fund, Family planning, webpage, updated 31 October 2025. 
82  United Nations Population Fund, State of World Population 2024: Interwoven Lives, Threads of Hope. Ending inequalities in sexual and 

reproductive health and rights, UNFPA, New York, 2024. 
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84  Sully EA et al, Adding It Up 2024: Investing in Sexual and Reproductive Health in Low- and Middle-Income Countries, Guttmacher 

Institute, New York, 2025. 
85  European Commission, Joint Communication on EU Gender Action Plan (GAP) III: An ambitious agenda for gender equality and 

women’s empowerment in EU external action, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November 2020. 
86  Ibid. 
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The accompanying GAP III objectives and indicators framework makes this area relatively measurable. 
It links SRHR performance to indicators such as the proportion of women whose family-planning needs 
are satisfied with modern methods, adolescent birth rates, births attended by skilled health personnel, 
and women’s ability to make informed decisions on sexual relations, contraceptive use and 
reproductive health care. It also includes indicators on legal and policy environments, comprehensive 
sexuality education, access to modern contraception, adolescent SRHR, HIV/STIs, cancer screening and 
the removal of third-party authorisation requirements for SRH services87. 

Implementation evidence from the GAP III mid-term report suggests that SRHR programming 
expanded compared with the previous programming period. The Commission and HR/VP reported that 
EU financial commitments for SRHR increased from an annual average of EUR 52 million in 2014-2020 
to EUR 56 million in 2021 and EUR 105 million in 2022. In addition, humanitarian allocations specifically 
for SRH services amounted to EUR 27.6 million in 2021 and EUR 23.5 million in 202288. 

A major example can be found in the Team Europe Initiative on SRHR in Sub-Saharan Africa. Launched 
in Kigali in December 2022, it brings together the European Commission, 10 Member States and African 
regional bodies, including the East African Community, the West African Health 
Organisation/ECOWAS and SADC89. The initiative aims to support continental and regional SRHR 
commitments in health and education, improve the availability, affordability and acceptability of 
quality-assured SRH commodities, and strengthen regional advocacy. According to its mid-term 
report, the EU budget contribution includes EUR 60 million in new funding for 2023-2027, alongside 
separate Member State contributions90. 

The EU also leverages large-scale multilateral funding channels, such as the UNFPA Supplies 
Partnership. In 2022, the Commission pledged an additional EUR 45 million over six years to this 
partnership. This funding directly supports the provision of modern contraceptives and life-saving 
maternal health medicines in 54 countries with high maternal mortality and unmet family-planning 
needs91. 

SRHR has also been integrated into crisis response and rights-protection work. EU reporting for 2024 
notes that humanitarian health assistance included reproductive health, primary healthcare and medical 
responses to GBV92. For example, the 2024 Annual Report on Human Rights and Democracy highlights 
a partnership with the UNFPA in the Democratic Republic of Congo. This project integrated GBV 
prevention and response and SRH services for vulnerable populations affected by crisis in North Kivu, 
South Kivu and Ituri. The same report notes that EUR 20 million mobilised for the second phase of the 
Spotlight Initiative Africa Regional Programme to eliminate harmful practices and promote SRHR across 
Africa93. 

 
87  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Staff Working Document: 
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88  European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint mid-term report on the 
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Recent initiatives under the extended GAP III framework show that the SRHR pillar continues to drive 
new regional action. In October 2025, Team Europe and African partners launched RAISE SRHR in East 
and Southern Africa. Funded with around EUR 19 million by the EU, Germany and Sweden, this 
programme aims to strengthen SRHR data and accountability systems. It will also improve access to 
quality-assured SRH commodities - such as contraceptives and maternal-health medicines - through 
regional cooperation, pooled procurement and local manufacturing94. 

A further recent development is the Commission and High Representative’s 2026 Joint Communication 
on EU humanitarian action, which gives renewed visibility to SRHR in crisis settings95. The 
communication recognises that gender mainstreaming and the inclusion of sexual and reproductive 
health in humanitarian projects are being undermined, and commits the EU to strengthen its 
engagement on sexual and reproductive health and the fight against GBV, including through its new 
SHIELD programme (Sexual and Reproductive Health in Emergencies and Life in Dignity), which was 
already announced in the 2026–2030 Gender Equality Strategy as a flagship initiative focused on 
improving access to SRHR and supporting survivors of GBV in humanitarian emergencies.96 

Limits and gaps 

The official mid-term report provides useful figures on EU financial commitments for SRHR, but these 
should be interpreted in light of the methodology used. Box 5 of that report aggregates commitments 
to actions marked G1 or G2 under selected OECD-DAC purpose codes97. These figures therefore 
principally capture policy intention and financial commitment at the time of approval. By contrast, 
independent tracking exercises such as Donors Delivering and Countdown 2030 Europe focus more 
strongly on actual disbursements and use partly different SRHR-related categories98. Differences 
between these approaches are therefore to be expected, as they measure different stages of the 
results chain rather than the same phenomenon. Rather than indicating a weakness in reporting, these 
differences highlight the need for stronger links between financing commitments, implementation data 
and evidence of results. GAP III has already moved in this direction through the development of 
outcome-oriented indicators and strengthened monitoring frameworks. A logical next step for GAP IV 
would be to complement the systematic use of gender analysis in planning and programming with more 
consistent gender evaluations and impact assessments, thereby providing a clearer understanding of 
how financial commitments translate into tangible SRHR outcomes and longer-term transformative 
change. 

Recent independent tracking gives a more cautious picture than the EU’s own commitment figures 
suggest. Countdown 2030 Europe reports that in 2024 the EU institutions disbursed EUR 90 million to 
SRH and family planning, representing only 0.4% of total EU Official Development Assistance (ODA), 
and EUR 150 million to broader SRHR, representing 0.6% of total EU ODA. Here, SRH and family 
planning constitute the narrower health-services category, while SRHR is the broader rights-based 
category. This was an increase compared with 2023, but still a very small share of the EU’s overall 
development portfolio99. Donors Delivering for SRHR similarly classifies the EU institutions as a low-
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prioritising donor in relative terms: despite the EU’s strong policy language on SRHR, only around 0.70 
% of EU ODA went to SRHR in 2024, placing the EU institutions among the lower-performing OECD 
DAC donors when funding is measured as a share of total ODA100. At the wider European level, 
Countdown 2030 Europe also warns that 2024 marked the first year in nine years in which its tracking 
recorded a collective decrease in European donor support to both SRH/family planning and broader 
SRHR, with SRH/family planning funding falling by 8% and broader SRHR funding by 17% compared 
with the previous year101. 

In absolute terms, the EU remains an important donor, but relative to the size of its development 
budget, SRHR still receives limited funding. Civil society organisations therefore argue that GAP IV 
should not only reaffirm SRHR as a stand-alone priority, but also make SRHR financing more 
transparent, predictable and accountable. Countdown 2030 Europe and CONCORD, the European 
Confederation of Relief and Development NGOs, call for GAP IV to retain and strengthen the dedicated 
SRHR pillar, adopt a comprehensive definition of SRHR, mainstream SRHR across relevant thematic 
areas, and match political commitments with adequate funding, dedicated budget lines and clearer 
accountability mechanisms102. 

Recent Council conclusions adopted in December 2025 further confirm the political contestation of 
SRHR in EU external action. In the context of the GAP III evaluation and preparations for GAP IV, the 
Council explicitly recognised that gender equality and women’s and girls’ rights, including SRHR, are 
facing unprecedented levels of opposition globally, reaffirmed the EU’s commitment to SRHR in line 
with the Beijing Platform for Action and ICPD Programme of Action103, and called for GAP IV to continue 
promoting SRHR through concrete targets, transformative approaches and external financing 
instruments104. 

Overall assessment 

SRHR is visible as a core part of EU external gender equality policy, especially through the Team Europe 
Initiative on SRHR in Sub-Saharan Africa, support to UNFPA Supplies and the Global Fund, and its links 
to wider health and Global Gateway agendas105. The available evidence shows meaningful progress in 
implementation capacity and policy coherence, even if the scale, transparency and traceability of SRHR 
financing remain important concerns for GAP IV. Independent tracking suggests that SRHR remains a 
relatively small share of EU ODA, with the EU institutions classified as a low-prioritising donor in relative 
terms106. 
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2.3.3. Strengthening economic and social rights and empowering girls and women 
(WEE) 

Global situation 

Globally, women’s and girls’ economic and social rights remain constrained by mutually reinforcing 
inequalities in poverty, employment, care, education, social protection, financial inclusion and legal 
rights. The 2025 Gender Snapshot warns that, if current trends continue, 351 million women and girls 
could still be living in extreme poverty by 2030, meaning that SDG 5 and related SDGs remain seriously 
off track107. Women also remain far less likely than men to participate in paid work: International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) data show that the global labour-force participation rate is just under 47 % for 
women, compared with 72 % for men, a gap of around 25 percentage points108. Care responsibilities are 
a major structural driver of this gap: in 2023, 708 million women, compared with 40 million men, were 
outside the labour force because of unpaid care responsibilities109. Social protection systems do not yet 
compensate for these inequalities: although global social protection coverage has passed 50 % for the 
first time, 47.6 per cent - as many as 3.8 billion people - of the world’s population still has no access to 
a single social protection benefit110. 

Education and financial inclusion show progress but remain uneven. UNESCO estimates that in 2024 
273 million children and youth were out of school, including 133 million girls111. Legal and institutional 
barriers remain equally significant: the World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law report 2026112 finds 
that women globally still hold only about two thirds of the legal rights available to men, while 
implementation and enforcement remain weaker than laws on paper. The report also shows that the 
weakest areas are safety, entrepreneurship and childcare, with barely a third of the laws needed to 
protect women from violence in place globally and only about 1 % of childcare-support mechanisms in 
place in low-income economies. 

Evidence of progress 

GAP III’s third thematic area brings together economic rights, labour rights, social protection, care, 
access to finance and productive resources, education, health, water and sanitation, nutrition, 
entrepreneurship and leadership. In the GAP III framework, the overall objective is, according to the 
European Commission High Representative in 2020, that “women, men, girls and boys, in all their 
diversity, fully enjoy and exercise their equal economic, labour and social rights”113. This means that the 
EU is expected not only to support women’s access to jobs or entrepreneurship, but also to address 
the structural conditions that make economic empowerment possible, including social protection, 
unpaid care, public services, safe education, health systems and equal access to resources. 

The indicator framework is ambitious. It includes indicators on women’s employment, informal work, 
unpaid domestic and care work, income of small-scale food producers, access to education and 
training, women in managerial positions, WASH (water, sanitation and hygiene), health worker density, 
maternal mortality, child mortality and nutrition. The specific objectives also cover decent work, social 
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protection floors, care services, parental leave, access to land and productive resources, women’s 
entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship, green and circular economy opportunities, STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, mathematics) education and skills, and access to safe schools and digital 
learning tools114. This breadth enables EU Delegations to identify entry points for promoting gender 
equality and women’s empowerment, including in politically sensitive contexts where direct 
engagement on gender equality may be constrained. 

The Turkish context illustrates both the usefulness and the limits of GAP III’s broad economic and social 
rights agenda. In recent years, government policy has placed stronger emphasis on family-centred 
approaches, reflected in the Vision Document and Action Plan for the Protection and Strengthening of 
the Family (2024–2028) and the declaration of 2025 as the Year of the Family115. This policy direction 
risks framing women primarily through their roles within the family, rather than as autonomous rights-
holders and economic actors. At the same time, Türkiye’s Twelfth Development Plan (2024–2028) 
includes a target to increase female labour force participation to 40.1% by 2028 and refers more broadly 
to women’s economic participation116. This creates a more ambiguous but still relevant opening for EU 
engagement. GAP III allows the EU to pursue gender equality objectives through labour-market, skills, 
entrepreneurship, digitalisation and green-transition agendas, even where explicit gender equality 
dialogue may be politically constrained. The value of this approach is pragmatic: it keeps women’s 
economic empowerment (WEE) on the agenda. Its limitation is equally clear: unless such engagement 
is connected to rights, care, decent work and women’s autonomy, it can too easily fit within a 
conservative family-policy framework rather than challenge the structural conditions that restrict 
women’s economic independence. 

The 2023 mid-term evaluation of the European Commission117 found that GAP III gave WEE greater 
specificity than before, including more attention to intersectionality and gender-transformative 
change. It also found that new opportunities were emerging around women’s access to finance, the 
green transition and the digital economy, although many actions still built on pre-existing areas of EU 
support. The European Centre for Development Policy Management (ECDPM) assessment similarly 
finds that WEE has been mainstreamed through different EU programmes and actions across the board 
especially in relation to education, Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET), skills, 
entrepreneurship, decent work and access to finance118. 

The EU’s own 2024 external action reporting also points to relevant progress in adjacent areas of social 
and economic rights. In 2024, the EU supported regional Team Europe Initiatives on social protection 
in Sub-Saharan Africa and on inclusive and equal societies in Latin America and the Caribbean, invested 
in education through the Global Partnership for Education and Education Cannot Wait, maintained its 
target of spending 10% of humanitarian aid on education in emergencies, supported health, food 
security and nutrition, and continued Global Gateway investments in WASH in around 50 countries. The 
same report also refers to EU support for early-stage businesses and young entrepreneurs, especially 
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women, in Africa119. These examples suggest that GAP III’s third thematic area has been pursued 
through a broad mix of human development, social protection, education, entrepreneurship and 
infrastructure-related interventions. 

Limits and gaps  

WEE is an area where superficial mainstreaming can easily translate into counting women as 
beneficiaries without addressing deeper barriers such as unpaid care, informal work, unequal land 
rights, occupational segregation or discriminatory social norms. 

The 2023 mid-term evaluation is therefore particularly cautious on whether GAP III changed the 
substance of EU support for WEE. It finds “more continuity than change” in the actual operations 
reviewed, with many interventions remaining focused on familiar areas such as women’s 
entrepreneurship, access to finance and private-sector development. The evaluation notes that 
targeted financial support can strengthen women’s agency, but also that it is not always well 
mainstreamed into wider programming, and that the care economy remains underexplored. It also 
highlights that barriers such as dowry practices, inheritance rules, unequal land ownership and weak 
political leadership continue to limit the effectiveness of EU support120. 

External assessments reinforce this finding. ECDPM argues that GAP III’s approach to WEE is still not 
sufficiently comprehensive or political. WEE is often included through education, training, 
entrepreneurship and access to finance, but less consistently linked to issues such as GBV at work, 
sexual and reproductive health and rights, childcare, social norms, masculinities, land rights, corruption 
and the political economy of reform. ECDPM also notes that the three-pronged approach of GAP III is 
not always clearly connected in practice. This is a key gap, because many of the barriers to WEE require 
political dialogue and legal reform, not only project-level interventions121. 

A further weakness concerns capacity and ownership inside EU Delegations. The 2023 mid-term 
evaluation finds that gender equality tasks are often added to existing staff portfolios and that GFP 
frequently lack decision-making power122. Similar concerns appear in the ECDPM study, which finds 
that GFP frequently lack time, resources and access to information across Delegation sections, while 
WEE may have no clear institutional “owner” when gender work is located in governance teams and 
economic programming is managed elsewhere123. 

Overall assessment 

GAP III has provided a strong and well-programmed framework for promoting women’s and girls’ 
economic and social rights. Compared with some other thematic areas, this area lends itself more easily 
to mainstreaming across EU external action because it connects directly to established EU 
programming fields such as education, skills, employment, entrepreneurship, private-sector 
development, social protection, food security, health, WASH and infrastructure. As a result, WEE is well 
mainstreamed across EU programming, Team Europe Initiatives and Global Gateway-related 
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investments. GAP III’s added value is that it broadens the agenda beyond employment and 
entrepreneurship by linking economic empowerment to decent work, care, social protection, public 
services, access to productive resources and financial inclusion. This is an important step forward 
because it recognises that WEE depends not only on individual skills or access to finance, but also on 
the wider social and institutional conditions that enable women and girls to exercise their rights. 

However, the same mainstream ability also creates a risk that progress remains broad but shallow. The 
available evidence suggests that GAP III has been relatively successful in programming and 
mainstreaming this thematic area, but less successful in ensuring that such programming is structurally 
transformative. Many interventions still rely on familiar tools such as training, entrepreneurship support 
and access to finance, while deeper barriers such as unpaid care, informal and precarious work, unequal 
land and inheritance rights, occupational segregation, discriminatory social norms and weak labour 
protections, are addressed less systematically. The link between mainstreaming, targeted actions and 
political dialogue also remains underdeveloped, even though many of these barriers require legal and 
political reform rather than project-level interventions alone. GAP IV could therefore build on the 
relatively strong integration of economic and social rights in EU programming, but make this area more 
politically ambitious and accountable, with stronger attention to care systems, decent work, social 
protection, redistribution, legal equality and women’s collective voice. 

An additional question is whether gender equality is being used primarily as a mainstreaming lens or as 
a strategic driver of policy dialogue, priority-setting and programme selection. Although the answer 
varies considerably across regions and partner countries, the available evidence suggests that the main 
constraint is not the absence of commitments, tools or expertise, but the uneven application of these 
assets to influence decision-making. Future efforts could therefore place greater emphasis on ensuring 
that gender equality objectives, including WEE, are systematically reflected in political dialogue, 
investment decisions, programme design, resource allocation and results monitoring. This would 
strengthen the alignment between commitments, implementation and accountability, and increase the 
likelihood that gender mainstreaming translates into measurable and transformative outcomes. 

2.3.4. Advancing equal participation and leadership 
Global situation 

Globally, women remain far from being equally represented in political, public and economic decision-
making. The latest global data show that women occupy only a minority of formal leadership roles: in 
2025, women held 27.2% of seats in national parliaments, fewer than one in four cabinet minister 
positions, and only 25 countries had a woman Head of State or Government124. Representation is higher 
at local level, but still far from parity: the 2025 UN Gender Snapshot reports that women’s 
representation in local governments stagnated at 35.5% in 2023 and 2024125. 

Women also remain underrepresented in economic leadership: ILO data show that only around 35 per 
cent of managerial positions globally are held by women, and women hold an even smaller share of top 
executive positions126. These figures show that SDG target 5.5 on women’s full and effective 
participation in leadership are still significantly off track. 
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The problem goes beyond numerical underrepresentation and the conditions under which women 
participate are equally important: the ability to meaningfully influence decisions, a safe civic space and 
the protection from backlash127. Women in politics, civil society, journalism, activism and public debate 
face intimidation, harassment, online abuse, disinformation, gendered attacks and threats of violence. 
As participation now takes place both offline and online, UN Women has warned that online violence is 
an escalating threat to women’s participation in public life and democratic deliberation, especially in 
contexts of rising authoritarianism, shrinking civic space and organised misogyny and anti-gender 
movements. Recent UN Women data also show that seven in ten women human rights defenders, 
activists and journalists surveyed reported online violence, with many also reporting offline 
consequences128. 

Evidence of progress 

GAP III states that EU action should contribute to “increasing the level of women participation, 
representation and leadership in politics, governance and electoral processes at all levels”, including 
through democracy and governance programmes, public administration reforms, training for women 
political leaders, women’s caucuses, gender-responsive legislative processes and young leaders’ 
programmes129. 

The GAP III indicator framework goes beyond measuring women’s numerical representation in national 
parliaments, local government and managerial positions. It also covers the enabling conditions for equal 
participation, including access to justice, protection of women’s rights organisations and human rights 
defenders, transformation of social norms and better data on women’s political participation and 
violence against women in politics130. Taken together, these indicators treat leadership not simply as 
presence in formal institutions, but as women’s ability to participate safely, influence decisions, 
organise collectively and claim their rights. 

Evidence from the first years of implementation suggests that GAP III has raised the strategic profile 
of women’s participation and leadership across EU external action. The 2023 mid-term evaluation 
concluded that GAP III, together with the CLIPs, provided a stronger platform for political and policy 
dialogue, although implementation remained uneven across countries131. Its case study of CLIPs found 
that equal participation and leadership was a relatively common country-level priority: it was selected 
less frequently than freedom from gender-based violence and economic and social rights and 
empowerment, but more frequently than several other GAP III thematic areas132. 

A flagship example is the initiative Women and Youth in Democracy Initiative (WYDE), launched in 2023 
with an initial EU envelope of EUR 40 million to strengthen the rights, empowerment and participation 
of youth and women in public and political life133. WYDE combines several complementary components 
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covering civic engagement, fundamental freedoms, political parties, parliamentary institutions and 
women’s leadership134. Under its parliamentary component, INTER PARES II, implemented by the 
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA), supports peer-to-
peer cooperation between parliaments, coaching and training, and capacity-building for young 
politicians and women’s parliamentary caucuses135. 

In 2024, the EU launched a further component, the WYDE | Women’s Leadership Initiative, with EUR 
11.5 million in EU funding over three years136. It is implemented by UN Women, International IDEA, the 
Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) and United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG). The initiative seeks 
to increase the full and effective participation of diverse women in decision-making by challenging 
social norms that portray political power as incompatible with women’s roles, strengthening the 
political skills of young women, supporting networking and global advocacy, and engaging men and 
boys, office-holders and the media as allies for gender equality137. 

The EU also works on women’s political participation through election observation and electoral 
support. While the design of an electoral system remains a sovereign matter, an EU election mission 
can review whether the system affects women and men differently138. The 2025 EU Election 
Observation Handbook makes women’s participation a standard part of EU election observation: 
missions are expected to assess women’s participation as voters, candidates, party leaders, 
campaigners, elected representatives and members of election administration bodies, and to identify 
barriers such as discriminatory laws, cultural norms, intimidation, campaign finance constraints and 
violence. The methodology provides many useful examples and also foresees a GFP within missions 
and requires women’s participation to be reflected in reporting and recommendations139. This gives the 
EU an important entry point to connect election observation with political dialogue and electoral 
reform. For example, the EU Election Observation Mission to Jordan in 2024 documented both legal 
progress and remaining barriers. While the 2024 elections saw increased participation by women as 
candidates, this translated only partially into elected representation. According to the EU EOM final 
report, 27 women were elected to the 138-seat House of Representatives, including 18 through 
reserved local-district seats and nine through the General Electoral District, raising women’s 
parliamentary representation from 11.5 % in 2020 to 19.6 % in 2024. This marks important progress but 
still falls well short of parity and remains heavily dependent on quota and preferential placement 
mechanisms. Furthermore, the post-election Hassan cabinet included only five women ministers, 
around 16 % of the 32-member cabinet, a decrease from 23 % women’s representation in the previous 
government140. 

Recent EU human rights reporting also gives some useful examples. The 2024 Annual Report on Human 
Rights and Democracy refers to EU support for political parties in Sub-Saharan Africa to make them 
more inclusive and representative, especially of women and youth, through policy dialogue, advocacy 
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and mentorship141. It also notes support for the International Knowledge Network of Women in Politics 
(iKNOW Politics), which provides exchange, dialogue and knowledge for actors working on women’s 
political participation. In addition, the report mentions EU support for a study on women’s political 
participation and leadership in ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations), carried out with the 
ASEAN Committee on Women, and a Team Europe Initiative in Zimbabwe focused on women’s social, 
political and economic empowerment with an EU contribution of EUR 110 million142. 

The EU has also supported WROs and human rights defenders. EU reporting highlights the role of 
ProtectDefenders.eu, which assisted more than 5,450 women human rights defenders in 2024 through 
material support, emergency grants, relocation, legal aid, psychosocial support and medical assistance. 
The EU is also funding the civil society consortium ‘The EU System for an Enabling Environment for 
Civil Society’, with a EUR 50 million six-year grant, to strengthen civil society’s capacity to monitor and 
respond to authoritarian pushback and the increasing restrictions on the enabling environment for civil 
society in several contexts143. 

EU reporting also points to progress in the institutionalisation of dialogue with CSOs and WROs. The 
EEAS notes that 85% of EU Delegations engaged in civil-society dialogues on gender equality in 2023, 
and that 95% of EU Delegations had put in place CLIPs based on gender analysis144. In the Commission 
services’ response to the 2025 intermediate evaluation, the EU further reports that in 2024, 80% of EU 
Delegations held a dialogue focused on gender equality with civil-society organisations, including 
women’s rights organisations. These dialogues took place through mechanisms such as Civil Society 
Roadmaps, human rights dialogues and structured dialogue mechanisms linked to GAP III and CLIPs145. 

Limits and gaps 

Unlike some thematic areas where gender objectives can be integrated into sectoral programmes 
through service delivery, infrastructure investments or economic interventions, progress on 
participation and leadership often depends on changing the composition of decision-making spaces 
and strengthening the influence of women and girls within them. The challenge is therefore not that 
gender equality cannot be mainstreamed across sectors, but that women’s participation and leadership 
frequently require additional targeted measures addressing representation, voice, accountability, civic 
space, institutional culture and access to decision-making. These issues are often politically sensitive 
because they touch directly on existing distributions of power and influence within public institutions, 
political systems, economic structures and communities. 

A second limit is the quality of participation. There is a risk that GAP III’s deeper ambitions are translated 
into procedural steps, such as “ticking boxes” for gender mainstreaming or simply counting how many 
women participate, rather than addressing the underlying causes of inequality146. This is particularly 
relevant for this area: counting women in consultations, parliaments, local councils or management 
positions does not necessarily show whether they have actual influence, agenda-setting power, 
protection from violence or the resources needed to act independently. 
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A third limit is that WROs and grassroots feminist actors are still facing barriers to EU funding, 
participation and safe operation. The 2025 intermediate evaluation recommendations stress that local 
and grassroots CSOs and WROs remain indispensable partners, but continue to face systemic barriers 
to EU funding, participation and operating in increasingly restricted civic spaces147. The Commission 
services accepted or partially accepted several of the report’s recommendations, such as the need for 
more structured, regular and inclusive dialogue, with greater representation of grassroots 
organisations, while also highlighting that there are limitations in terms of human and financial 
resources, especially in smaller EU delegations148. 

Overall assessment 

GAP III has given women’s equal participation and leadership a strong political and normative framing, 
linking representation to influence, safety, civic space and the ability to claim rights. Its added value 
lies in bringing together several EU tools: political dialogue, CLIPs, election observation, parliamentary 
cooperation, support to women candidates and caucuses, funding for civil society and protection of 
women human rights defenders. 

At the same time, this remains one of the more politically sensitive. Progress is visible in many 
initiatives, dialogue mechanisms and monitoring tools, but it is harder to demonstrate that EU action 
has shifted underlying power relations, increased women’s actual influence in parties and parliaments, 
or made public participation safer. The challenge for GAP IV is not to redefine the agenda, since GAP 
III already recognises many of these issues, but to make the EU’s existing tools more consistently 
connected and politically used: election-observation recommendations, political-party support, 
parliamentary cooperation, civil-society dialogue and protection mechanisms need stronger follow-up 
through programming and political dialogue. 

2.3.5. Implementing the Women, Peace and Security agenda (WPS) 
Global situation 

While the normative architecture of the WPS agenda has expanded significantly since 2000, including 
through successive Security Council resolutions, national action plans and regional frameworks, we are 
witnessing a deeply deteriorating global security context and the lived reality for women and girls in 
conflict-affected settings has worsened149. In 2024, 676 million women and girls lived within 50 
kilometres of deadly conflict, the highest number recorded since the 1990s, while 61 active conflicts 
involving at least one state were recorded, the highest number since 1946150. Global military 
expenditure also exceeded USD 2.7 trillion in 2024, while resources for gender equality and 
peacebuilding remained limited151. 

The protection pillar of WPS is under severe pressure. UN reporting shows that documented conflict-
related sexual violence increased by 87% between 2022 and 2024, while sexual violence against girls 
increased by 35% compared with 2023. Women and girls are also affected by displacement, hunger, 
school exclusion and the collapse of health systems in ways that are strongly gendered. More than 60 
million forcibly displaced or stateless women and girls face heightened risks of GBV, exploitation and 
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exclusion from services. In 2023, 58% of global maternal deaths, 50% of newborn deaths and 51% of 
stillbirths occurred in 29 countries affected by humanitarian crises152. 

At the same time, the participation pillar remains structurally weak. As of June 2025, 113 countries had 
adopted national action plans on WPS, but women’s actual participation in peace processes remains 
very limited. In 2024, women represented only 7% of negotiators, 14% of mediators and 20% of 
signatories in peace processes. Only 31% of peace agreements signed in 2024 contained gender 
provisions, and these were concentrated in a small number of processes153. This confirms a persistent 
gap between the formal recognition of WPS and women’s meaningful influence over ceasefires, 
negotiations, political settlements and post-conflict reconstruction. 

The financing gap is equally significant. In 2022-2023, bilateral aid to countries in high or extreme 
fragility averaged around USD 50 billion per year, but only 5.2% was dedicated to gender equality as a 
principal objective, and only 0.4% went directly to WROs and movements154. This matters because local 
women’s organisations are often central to conflict prevention, service delivery, mediation, survivor 
support and accountability, but they remain underfunded and exposed to growing security risks. The 
2025/26 WPS Index similarly stresses that backlash, militarisation, democratic erosion and aid cuts are 
undermining earlier gains, while women human rights defenders face increasing threats, including 
online and offline violence155. 

Evidence of progress 

The GAP III mid-term report explicitly states that integrating WPS as a GAP III thematic priority has 
broadened the EU’s approach to gender equality in external action, and that WPS has been included in 
key EU security and defence frameworks, including the Strategic Compass, the Civilian Common 
Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) Compact and EU policy on disarmament, demobilisation and 
reintegration156. 

GAP III, adopted in 2020, complemented the EU Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security for 2019–
2024157. which had been adopted the previous year. The two frameworks performed distinct but 
mutually reinforcing functions. GAP III gave WPS greater political visibility within the EU’s broader 
gender-equality architecture by making it one of its six thematic areas of engagement and linking it to 
external programming, CLIPs, gender analysis and external financing158. This helped ensure that WPS 
was addressed not only as a security-policy concern, but also as an integral part of the EU’s wider 
external action agenda. 

The more specialised EU Action Plan on WPS 2019–2024159 added value by translating the EU Strategic 
Approach to WPS into objectives, timelines, fulfilment criteria and indicators across participation, 
prevention, protection, relief and recovery, gender mainstreaming and the principle that the EU should 
“lead by example”. 
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There is also evidence that WPS has become more present in EU political and policy dialogue. According 
to the GAP III mid-term report, 73% of EU Delegations and around half of Member States had included 
WPS priorities in bilateral or regional dialogues. These dialogues most often focused on national WPS 
action plans, strengthening civil society, preventing sexual and GBV, and supporting women’s 
participation and leadership in peace processes160. This shows that WPS is no longer confined to CSDP 
or UN-level diplomacy but is increasingly used as a theme in the EU’s broader diplomatic engagement 
with partner countries. 

Programming and financing also point to some progress, although the figures need to be interpreted 
carefully. The GAP III mid-term report records EU financial commitments promoting WPS, including 
civilian peacebuilding, conflict prevention and conflict resolution, of EUR 309 million in 2021 and EUR 
499 million in 2022, compared with an annual average of EUR 379 million in 2014–2020. The same report 
highlights EU support for women’s participation in political processes, mediation and dialogue, 
including the Afghan Women Leaders Forum, which brings together more than 100 Afghan women 
leaders inside and outside Afghanistan161. 

Progress is also visible in CSDP. The EU’s 2024 Annual Report on Human Rights and Democracy notes 
that efforts to increase women’s participation are central to the EU’s updated Strategy and Action Plan 
to Enhance Women’s Participation in Civilian CSDP Missions, valid until 2027. The Civilian CSDP 
Compact aims for women to represent 40% of international staff, while the 2024 action plan focuses on 
recruitment, retention, career development and creating an inclusive and harassment-free working 
environment. The same report notes that CSDP missions have dedicated gender advisers and focal 
point networks and that gender mainstreaming is guided by operational guidelines updated in February 
2024162. 

The new 2026 humanitarian package adds an important further layer to this progress, because it 
strengthens the link between WPS, humanitarian protection, SRHR and the humanitarian-
development-peace nexus. The Joint Communication on EU humanitarian action recognises the rise in 
sexual and gender-based violence including conflict-related sexual violence, and the particular risks 
faced by women and girls and LGBTIQ+ persons in crises. It also highlights the heightened risks of 
forced marriage and trafficking and calls for survivor-centred approaches163. Importantly, it announces 
concrete gender-related actions in humanitarian settings. The Communication notes that gender 
mainstreaming and the inclusion of SRH in humanitarian projects are being undermined and commits 
the EU to strengthening its engagement on SRH and on preventing and responding to GBV, including 
through the launch of SHIELD. It further commits the Commission to increasing support for people with 
SRH needs and survivors of sexual and gender-based violence, including conflict-related sexual 
violence, and to updating its 2013 thematic policy document on gender in humanitarian aid164. 

Finally, the new EU Gender Equality Strategy 2026–2030 gives WPS a forward-looking institutional 
anchor stating that, in line with the WPS agenda, prioritising gender equality will be key to EU efforts 
to promote peace against a backdrop of rising insecurity and conflict, and announces that a renewed 
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EU Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security will be submitted for endorsement by the Political and 
Security Committee in 2027165. This creates an important opportunity to align GAP IV. 

Limits and gaps 

Despite these advances, WPS implementation remains uneven. The main problem is not the absence 
of policy commitments, but the difficulty of translating them consistently into country-level 
programming, CSDP action, political dialogue and funding. Implementation still depends heavily on 
political will, staff capacity, context and the quality of cooperation between Delegations, EU 
institutions, Member States and CSDP actors. 

Researchers Salzinger and Desmidt find that GAP III has given additional visibility and momentum to 
WPS and gender mainstreaming but has not fundamentally changed how WPS is implemented at 
country level. They argue that WPS continues to be included selectively in programming, often 
depending on partner-country priorities, available expertise and the extent to which WPS is seen as 
relevant beyond conflict and security portfolios. They also identify persistent weaknesses in internal 
coordination, financing and expertise. In substantive terms, they note that women’s diverse roles in 
conflict, men’s roles in the WPS agenda and intersectionality are still not consistently addressed166. 

A second gap concerns the relationship between GAP III and the EEAS WPS Action Plan167. Maintaining 
both frameworks has advantages: it preserves the specificity of the WPS agenda while embedding it 
within the EU’s broader gender equality framework. At the same time, the coexistence of two partially 
overlapping frameworks has created coordination and accountability costs. The independent GAP III 
mid-term evaluation finds that GAP III and the WPS Action Plan are not fully aligned, partly because 
their indicators are structured differently: GAP III indicators are more outcome-oriented, while WPS 
Action Plan indicators are more output-oriented168. This makes it harder to assess whether EU action is 
producing concrete change in women’s participation, protection and influence in conflict-affected 
settings. 

A third gap is institutional capacity. The independent mid-term evaluation notes that the strategic 
importance of gender equality has increased under GAP III, but that human-resources commitments 
remain insufficient, especially for WPS. This matters because WPS implementation requires specialised 
expertise on conflict analysis, mediation, security-sector reform, protection, humanitarian action, CSDP 
missions and women’s participation. Without adequate staff capacity and clear responsibility, WPS 
risks remaining visible in policy language but uneven in practice169. 

The financing picture is also difficult to interpret. The EU’s reported WPS commitments are significant, 
but they rely on broad categories such as civilian peacebuilding, conflict prevention and conflict 
resolution. This does not clearly show how much funding reaches women peacebuilders, WROs, 
survivor-centred responses to conflict-related sexual violence, gender-responsive mediation or 
women’s participation in formal peace processes170. 

 
165  European Commission, Gender Equality Strategy 2026–2030, COM(2026) 113 final, Brussels, 5 March 2026. 
166  Salzinger, M. and Desmidt, S., Gender equality in EU external action: The gender action plan and the women, peace and security 

agenda, ECDPM Briefing Note No 162, Maastricht, April 2023. 
167  Council of the European Union, EU Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) 2019–2024, Council document ST 11031/19, 

Brussels, 5 July 2019. 
168  L. MacKellar et al., Mid-term evaluation of the implementation of the European Union Gender Action Plan III, European Commission 

Directorate-General for International Partnerships, April 2023. 
169  Ibid. 
170  Salzinger, M. and Desmidt, S., Gender equality in EU external action: The gender action plan and the women, peace and security 

agenda, ECDPM Briefing Note No 162, Maastricht, April 2023. L. MacKellar et al., Mid-term evaluation of the implementation of the 
European Union Gender Action Plan III, European Commission Directorate-General for International Partnerships, April 2023. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52026DC0113
https://ecdpm.org/application/files/8116/8171/8756/Gender-equality-EU-external-action-gender-action-plan-women-peace-security-agenda-ECDPM-briefing-note-162-2023.pdf
https://ecdpm.org/application/files/8116/8171/8756/Gender-equality-EU-external-action-gender-action-plan-women-peace-security-agenda-ECDPM-briefing-note-162-2023.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d7662329-ee2c-11ed-a05c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://ecdpm.org/application/files/8116/8171/8756/Gender-equality-EU-external-action-gender-action-plan-women-peace-security-agenda-ECDPM-briefing-note-162-2023.pdf
https://ecdpm.org/application/files/8116/8171/8756/Gender-equality-EU-external-action-gender-action-plan-women-peace-security-agenda-ECDPM-briefing-note-162-2023.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d7662329-ee2c-11ed-a05c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d7662329-ee2c-11ed-a05c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en


Assessing the third Gender Action Plan (GAP III) as a Foundation for Designing GAP IV: Lessons learned for the 
Post-2027 Framework 

 45 PE 790.684 

The new humanitarian package is therefore promising, but it also highlights a continuing accountability 
challenge. The European Parliament had already identified this gap in its 2022 GAP III resolution, where 
it regretted that the 2021 Communication on EU humanitarian action did not sufficiently address the 
gender perspective in humanitarian settings. Parliament called for more concrete proposals on 
expenditure, programmes, tracking and assessment of gender-related activities in humanitarian 
settings, and for more effective gender-responsive humanitarian action through the humanitarian-
development-peace nexus171. The 2026 Joint Communication responds to part of this concern by 
announcing SHIELD, increased support for SRH services and for responses to gender-based violence, 
including conflict-related sexual violence, and an update of the thematic gender policy. However, it 
remains to be seen whether these commitments will be accompanied by dedicated financing, 
measurable indicators and transparent reporting. 

A final gap concerns the depth of mainstreaming across the EU’s wider geopolitical and security 
agenda. WPS has been integrated into several policy frameworks, but it still needs to be applied more 
systematically to security and defence partnerships, the European Peace Facility, mediation support, 
counter-terrorism cooperation, cyber and hybrid threats, migration-related security cooperation, 
humanitarian diplomacy and Global Gateway investments in fragile and conflict-affected contexts. 
Without this, WPS risks remaining insufficiently embedded in the instruments where the EU’s political, 
financial and security leverage is strongest. 

Overall assessment 

GAP III has strengthened the visibility and institutionalisation of WPS in EU external action. The 2026 
humanitarian package172 further strengthens this architecture by connecting WPS to humanitarian 
protection, SRHR, GBV, conflict-related sexual violence, humanitarian diplomacy, localisation, supply 
chains and fragility. GAP IV could build on this momentum to align closely with the renewed EU WPS 
Action Plan to be endorsed in 2027, and include clearer targets for women’s participation in peace 
processes, funding for women peacebuilders and WROs, survivor-centred responses to conflict-
related sexual violence, gender-responsive conflict analysis, protection of women human rights 
defenders, and gender-responsive humanitarian action. It could also improve the traceability of WPS 
financing by distinguishing broad peacebuilding commitments from direct support to women-led and 
women’s rights actors. For GAP IV, the issue is therefore how its specialised security, peacebuilding 
and conflict-prevention logic can be integrated into a single, traceable external-action results 
architecture. 

2.3.6. Addressing the challenges and harnessing the opportunities of the green 
transition and digital transformation 

Global situation 

The green transition and digital transformation are not gender neutral. They create opportunities for 
women’s rights, economic empowerment and access to services, but can also deepen inequalities if 
women and girls are not included as rights-holders, workers, innovators and decision-makers. Climate 
change already has strongly gendered effects: under a worst-case scenario, up to 158.3 million more 
women and girls could live in extreme poverty by 2050, and up to 236 million more could face food 
insecurity173. Climate shocks also affect rural women disproportionately: female-headed rural 
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households in low- and middle-income countries lose more income than male-headed households due 
to heat stress and floods, and a 1°C increase in long-term average temperature is linked to a 34% 
greater income loss for female-headed households174. 

Women’s participation in climate governance is improving but remains limited. Women led 23.8% of 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) delegations in 2024, up from 
9.2% in 2015, and only 39% of countries with data had mechanisms to integrate gender equality into 
climate policy across sectors175. The green labour market also remains segmented: women make up 
around 32% of the full-time renewable energy workforce, but only 28% of technical roles and 19% of 
senior leadership roles176. 

Digital transformation shows the same mix of opportunity and risk. In 2025, 77% of men and 71% of 
women used the internet, leaving around 280 million more men than women online177. Closing this 
divide could benefit 343.5 million women and girls by 2050 and add around USD 1.5 trillion to the global 
economy by 2030. Yet digitalisation also brings risks, including automation and generative AI, to which 
women’s employment is more exposed than men’s, and technology-facilitated violence. UN Women 
reports prevalence estimates of online violence against women and girls ranging from 16% to 58%, with 
women in public life especially exposed: in one 2025 study, 70% of women human rights defenders, 
activists and journalists surveyed reported online violence178. 

Evidence of progress 

GAP III has helped to include gender equality more systematically into green transition and digital 
transformation, as a dedicated thematic area of EU external gender equality policy. In addition, it has 
helped link gender equality to Global Gateway, Team Europe Initiatives, climate finance, digital 
transformation, human-centred digital governance and private-sector mobilisation. 

On the green transition, the mid-term report records support for women’s participation in climate 
negotiations and climate governance, as well as EU-funded programmes addressing women’s access 
to resources, services and markets in agriculture, fisheries, aquaculture and ecosystem restoration. 
Financially, EU climate- and environment-related commitments marked with gender equality as an 
objective rose from an annual average of EUR 1.733 billion in 2014–2020 to EUR 3.4 billion in 2022, 
reaching 83% of EU commitments in these sectors. This suggests stronger gender mainstreaming in 
green-transition financing, although the figures do not show how much funding directly reaches 
women-led climate action or produces transformative outcomes179. 

EU support has focused on closing the gender digital divide, promoting human-rights-based digital 
standards, strengthening online safety and expanding women’s access to digital skills, jobs and 
services. Reported digitalisation commitments marked with gender equality as an objective increased 
from EUR 1.422 billion in 2021 to EUR 3.2 billion in 2022, representing 88% of EU digitalisation 
commitments180. More concrete results are identified in the 2025 intermediate evaluation, including 
digital skills and cybersecurity training in Kenya, digital employability support in El Salvador, cyber-
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safety work in Bangladesh, women-led innovation under the EU-LAC (Latin America and the 
Caribbean) Digital Accelerator and gender-sensitive digital land governance in Kenya. These examples 
show that GAP III has begun to connect digital inclusion with employability, safer online participation, 
access to services and women’s influence in digital governance, although results remain uneven181. 

Limits and gaps 

Green and digital transitions are still often approached through economic opportunity rather than 
structural power. Women are supported as entrepreneurs, workers, trainees or users, but less 
consistently as decision-makers in energy governance, climate finance, digital regulation, AI policy, 
infrastructure planning, land governance, environmental negotiations and technology design. This 
matters because women’s inclusion in labour markets or digital skills programmes does not 
automatically translate into influence over the rules, investments and institutions shaping the 
transitions. 

Independent evaluations also point to implementation constraints. The GAP III mid-term evaluation 
found that, despite new opportunities in the green economy and digital transformation, EU support for 
WEE showed more continuity than change, and that gender ambitions can be diluted as they move 
from high-level strategy into programming, action documents and contracts182. Independent think-
thank ECDPM183 similarly argues that Team Europe Initiatives create opportunities for WEE, but only if 
gender considerations are mainstreamed in a transformative and long-term way, supported by 
expertise, ownership and coordination across EU Delegations and Member States. 

The intermediate evaluation brief on digital transformation confirms that results remain uneven. It finds 
that the strongest outcomes appear where interventions connect digital skills to labour-market 
demand, embed digital tools in institutions, and use gender benchmarks. However, it also identifies 
persistent barriers: male-dominated digital ecosystems, short funding cycles, weak sex-disaggregated 
monitoring, gaps in online safety and harassment prevention, limited childcare and practical support, 
and additional constraints in fragile and conflict-affected settings184. 

Finally, there is a risk that gender equality remains secondary in the EU’s larger geopolitical and 
investment agenda. Global Gateway, EFSD+, digital partnerships, energy infrastructure, critical raw 
materials, transport corridors and green industrialisation all have major gender implications. Yet unless 
gender analysis, consultation with women’s organisations, sex-disaggregated indicators, safeguards 
and direct funding for women’s rights actors are built into these investments from the beginning, 
gender equality may remain an “add-on” rather than a design principle. 

Overall assessment 

GAP III has made a real contribution by placing the green transition and digital transformation within 
the EU’s external gender equality agenda. It has helped move gender equality into areas that were 
previously treated as more technical or sectoral, including climate finance, biodiversity, energy, circular 
economy, digital governance, digital skills, online safety and AI. The central challenge for GAP IV is to 
move from gender-marked green and digital programming to demonstrable gender-transformative 
outcomes. It should also require stronger gender analysis and sex-disaggregated outcome indicators 

 
181  ADE, Intermediate evaluation of the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021-2027), European Commission Directorate-

General for International Partnerships, 27 November 2025. 
182  L. MacKellar et al., Mid-term evaluation of the implementation of the European Union Gender Action Plan III, European Commission 

Directorate-General for International Partnerships, April 2023. 
183  Sergejeff, K. and Di Ciommo, M., Gender equality in EU external action: Mainstreaming women’s economic empowerment, ECDPM 

Briefing Note No 163, Maastricht, 2023. 
184  ADE, Intermediate evaluation of the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021-2027), European Commission Directorate-

General for International Partnerships, 27 November 2025. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/16986d17-d250-11f0-8da2-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d7662329-ee2c-11ed-a05c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://ecdpm.org/application/files/2516/8312/5788/Gender-equality-in-EU-external-action-mainstreaming-womens-economic-empowerment-ECDPM-Briefing-Note-163-2023.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/16986d17-d250-11f0-8da2-01aa75ed71a1/language-en


DG IUST | Policy Department for Citizens, Equality and Culture 

PE 790.684 48 

for Global Gateway, EFSD+ and Team Europe investments. In the next phase, the question should not 
only be whether EU green and digital investments include women, but whether they change the 
unequal structures that shape access to resources, technology, safety, work and decision-making. 

Recent Council conclusions on gender equality in the AI-driven digital age reinforce the relevance of 
GAP IV in this area. The Council recognises that existing digital and AI regulation is not sufficient on its 
own to address gender-specific concerns, including online violence, AI bias, data gaps and the 
underrepresentation of women in digital and AI sectors. It calls on the Commission to mainstreaming 
gender in all policies, programmes and budgets, and calls for ‘a renewed focus on digital transformation 
as a policy priority in all EU external relations’ and future gender action plans185. 
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 TOWARDS GAP IV: SHAPING A MORE ACCOUNTABLE AND 
IMPACT-DRIVEN EU GENDER ACTION PLAN 

3.1. Lessons from GAP III for GAP IV: From broad mainstreaming to 
stronger accountability and transformative impact 

Evidence186 shows that GAP III has been significant consolidating gender equality as a cross-cutting 
priority in EU external action. Gender equality is now present in political and human-rights dialogues, 
multilateral engagement, programming, Global Gateway investments, humanitarian action and several 
funding modalities. Intersectional vulnerabilities, including disability and migration status, are 
increasingly incorporated into gender-responsive approaches. This confirms that GAP III has 
contributed to a broader institutionalisation of gender equality across EU external action. 

The central challenge for GAP IV will be to move from coverage to quality, depth and results, therefore 
working towards the ambition set by GAP III to inducing a gender transformative change at all levels 
and across sectors. This is especially important in a context of growing backlash against gender equality 
and women’s rights. The current political environment shows that formal gains are not enough: gender 
equality commitments need to be protected, resourced and translated into institutional and social 
change that can withstand political contestation. 

The evidence shows why these matters. The successive GAPs – not in the least GAP III - have 
strengthened mainstreaming routines and increased the proportion of EU actions marked as 
contributing to gender equality. Yet important weaknesses remain: the share of actions with gender 
equality as a principal objective remains low, justification of actions marked as not gender-relevant is 
incomplete, gender mainstreaming in blending and guarantees is still below target, gender-specific 
results data remain uneven and support to women’s rights organisations, although increasing, remains 
modest compared with the overall volume of gender-marked commitments. GAP IV should therefore 
not dilute the dual-track approach of mainstreaming and targeted action but should strengthen and 
deepen it – both operationally and politically. The following sub-chapters lay out all specific lessons 
that can be drawn from GAP III. 

3.1.1. Quantified targets work, even more so if supported by political engagement 
One clear lesson from GAP III is that quantified targets matter. They matter even more when they are 
not limited within the framework of the specialised action plans such as GAP but are referenced into 
the financing instruments. The report states that the share of new external actions with gender equality 
as a principal or significant objective increased from 64.71% in 2019 to 82% in 2024. Over 2021-2024, 
79% of external actions were marked as gender-responsive or gender-targeted. For NDICI–Global 
Europe specifically, the combined share of G1 and G2 actions reached 84% over 2021-2024. This is close 
to the GAP III 85% target and indicates that a quantified benchmark has had real steering effects across 
services. 

However, the same data also show the limits of a target that aggregates G1 and G2. Within NDICI–
Global Europe, only 4% of actions marked G1 or G2 were classified as G2. While this suggests 
substantial progress in mainstreaming gender considerations, it does not demonstrate a comparable 
level of investment in interventions whose primary purpose is to advance gender equality and women’s 
empowerment. GAP IV should therefore maintain the aggregate target while introducing a separate G2 
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target. Beyond improving measurement, such a target would create a stronger incentive for institutions 
to mobilise financial, human and political resources specifically for gender equality objectives. It would 
help ensure that gender equality is not only mainstreamed across programmes but also pursued 
through dedicated investments capable of addressing structural inequalities and generating 
transformative change. In this way, a G2 target would reinforce the alignment between policy ambition, 
programming decisions and resource allocation. 

3.1.2. Mainstreaming has increased visibility, but it can also dilute accountability 
The available SDG data reinforce this point. SDG 5 is most often targeted as a significant SDG rather 
than as a main SDG. In 2024, commitments marked with SDG 5 as a main SDG amounted to EUR 150 
million, while commitments where SDG 5 was a significant SDG amounted to EUR 13.571 billion. 
Disbursements show the same pattern: EUR 132 million for SDG 5 as a main SDG and EUR 11.097 billion 
where SDG 5 was significant187. This confirms the strong transversal character of gender equality in EU 
external action, but it also illustrates a familiar accountability problem: the more gender equality is 
mainstreamed across broad portfolios, the harder it becomes to know how much funding is 
transforming gender relations, supporting women’s rights, or changing institutional practices. 

This is not an argument against mainstreaming. It is an argument for better mainstreaming. GAP III has 
helped put gender equality into many policy fields where it was previously marginal or absent, including 
infrastructure, investment, digitalisation, migration, security and green transition work. But GAP IV 
should require a more robust distinction between nominal mainstreaming and meaningful gender 
integration. For G1 actions, it should be possible to identify the gender analysis, the gender-specific 
objective or expected result, the budget or activity line supporting that result, the relevant indicators, 
and the accountability mechanism. In other words, a G1 marker should not only mean that gender 
equality is relevant to the action. It should mean that the action has been designed to contribute to a 
defined gender equality outcome. 

This lesson is also supported by the Commission’s 2025 annual implementation report, stating in its 
evaluation section that one inherent danger of mainstreaming is “the risk of losing sight of it”, and that 
financial tracking is not the same as demonstrating contributions or results. This warning, made in 
relation to SDG implementation, applies directly to GAP III and to the future design of GAP IV. GAP IV 
should therefore move beyond counting gender-marked actions and require stronger evidence of what 
these actions change188. 

3.1.3. GAP IV should make G0 justification a real accountability tool 
An important weakness concerns actions marked G0, meaning that they do not target gender equality. 
GAP III required that all new G0 actions be justified. Yet the Commission’s annual reporting states that 
only 50% of new actions marked G0 were correctly justified in 2024. This is a significant gap189. It 
suggests that the “comply or explain” logic has not yet been fully internalised. 

For GAP IV, the focus should be less on reducing the number of G0 actions and more on strengthening 
the quality of the decision-making process that leads to their classification. The OECD-DAC guidance 
recognises that genuinely gender-neutral interventions may exist and that some actions will therefore 
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appropriately receive a G0 marker. The key question is not whether a programme is ultimately classified 
as G0, but whether this classification is based on a robust ex ante assessment of the intervention’s 
likely effects on gender dynamics. Gender analysis should therefore be used not as a post hoc 
justification for marker assignment, but as a strategic tool informing programme design, investment 
choices and policy dialogue. A well-justified G0 should demonstrate that potential opportunities to 
contribute to gender equality have been considered and that the intervention is unlikely to produce 
either significant positive or negative gender-related effects. In this sense, the real accountability 
challenge is not the marker itself, but the quality of the analysis, consultation and strategic reasoning 
underpinning it. Strengthening these processes would help ensure that decisions to invest in actions 
with no anticipated gender equality impact are conscious and evidence-based choices rather than the 
result of oversight or insufficient analysis. GAP IV should also require periodic public reporting on G0 
actions by instrument, region, sector and implementing modality. This would allow the European 
Parliament and civil society to assess whether certain sectors remain systematically under-gendered. 

3.1.4. The weakest mainstreaming frontier is investment, blending and guarantees 
The Commission’s own reporting notes that gender equality objectives are integrated into Global 
Gateway initiatives and that the EU has worked with international and development finance institutions 
to increase gender-lens investing through EFSD+ guarantees and blending operations. It also reports 
that 71% of new guarantees signed in 2024 were gender-mainstreamed190. 

Yet the GAP III results annex shows that the investment framework remains below target. In 2024, 66% 
of blending operations and 69% of guarantees were gender-responsive or targeted. Cumulatively over 
2021-2024, only 63% of blending operations and 59% of guarantees were marked G1 or G2, against the 
GAP III target of 85%. This is one of the clearest lessons for GAP IV: gender mainstreaming has advanced 
more quickly in grants and programming than in investment modalities. 

This matters because Global Gateway is increasingly central to EU external action. If gender equality is 
weakly integrated into guarantees, blending and investment partnerships, it risks becoming marginal 
in the parts of EU external action that are politically and financially most prominent. GAP IV should 
therefore contain a dedicated section on gender equality in Global Gateway and EFSD+ operations. 
This should include mandatory ex ante gender analysis for investment operations, gender-responsive 
due diligence, sex-disaggregated beneficiary and employment data, gender indicators in results 
frameworks, and specific requirements for consultation with women’s organisations and affected 
communities. 

While the broader reorientation of EU external financing towards strategic investment, connectivity 
and private-sector mobilisation offers a potentially important entry point for gender mainstreaming — 
because it concentrates resources in sectors such as energy, transport, digitalisation, health and 
education — the ODI findings show that this potential is far from automatic191. GFPs and EU Delegation 
staff interviewed for the report recognised opportunities to integrate gender equality into large-scale 
investments, for example through skills development, inclusive transport systems, consultation with 
civil society and the EU’s so-called 360-degree approach. However, they also described important 
constraints: gender expertise is not always well adapted to the financial and private-sector language 
of Global Gateway, gender equality can become a meaningless procedural add-on rather than a 
transformative objective, and the stronger emphasis on EU economic and geopolitical interests may 
crowd out human-rights-based and CSO-centred development approaches. The implication for Global 

 
190  Ibid. 
191  A Burni and A. Somji, From GAP III to GAP IV: Rethinking the EU’s global support for gender equality, ODI Europe, October 2025. 

https://media.odi.org/documents/From_GAP_III_to_GAP_IV_-_Report.pdf


DG IUST | Policy Department for Citizens, Equality and Culture 

PE 790.684 52 

Europe is therefore that gender equality cannot be left to general mainstreaming language alone. It 
needs to be anchored in binding requirements, early-stage project design, investment criteria, 
monitoring frameworks and accountability mechanisms192. 

GAP IV should also avoid equating women’s entrepreneurship or access to finance with the full gender 
equality agenda. These are important, but too narrow on their own. A stronger approach to gender-
lens investing should also address decent work, care responsibilities, land and asset ownership, access 
to public services, safety, digital rights, procurement, and the gendered effects of infrastructure and 
climate investments. 

3.1.5. Gender-responsive budgeting is a promising lever and should be strengthened 
Commission reporting shows positive results on gender-responsive budgeting. GAP III set a target that 
at least 20% of new actions supporting public finance management reforms should include a gender 
budgeting component. The Commission’s 2025 annual report states that, since 2021, 63% of actions 
supporting Public Finance Management reforms have included such a component. This is one of the 
stronger institutional achievements under GAP III193. 

This lesson is important for GAP IV because gender-responsive budgeting connects gender equality to 
the core machinery of public policy: budget formulation, expenditure tracking, fiscal transparency and 
performance monitoring. It also offers a route to move beyond project-level gender mainstreaming. If 
partner countries’ budget systems integrate gender equality, the effects can extend beyond EU-
funded actions and become part of domestic policy cycles. 

Budget support offers a promising modality for moving GAP IV to gender-responsive public finance. 
Its value lies not only in financing sector reforms, but in linking gender equality objectives to national 
budget systems, policy dialogue, performance indicators, expenditure tracking and accountability 
mechanisms, considering that budgets are political instruments: they allocate power, time, care, assets 
and institutional attention. This would require gender analysis before programme design, gender-
responsive tranche indicators where appropriate, transparent monitoring of allocations and execution, 
and structured participation of WROs and other accountability actors. The objective is not to create 
parallel funding for gender equality, but to ensure that national public finance systems themselves 
become more capable of translating equality commitments into funded, implemented and monitored 
policy. 

GAP IV could build on this by making gender-responsive budgeting a more systematic component of 
EU budget support, especially in sectors such as education, health, social protection, climate, 
agriculture and public administration reform. Where budget support is used, gender equality should be 
reflected in policy dialogue, tranche indicators, budget transparency requirements and civil society 
monitoring. This would help shift GAP IV from a programme-by-programme approach to a stronger 
institutional reform agenda. 

3.1.6. Results and indicators remain a major weak point 
A central lesson from GAP III is that programming and monitoring have improved, but that the evidence 
of results remains too weak. The Commission’s 2025 annual report states that, among NDICI–Global 
Europe interventions monitoring gender-specific indicators and already reporting, only 53% had 
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reported sufficient data for those indicators194. This is a serious limitation. It means that even where 
gender-specific indicators exist, the EU does not yet consistently have enough data to assess progress. 

For GAP IV, this means that the EU should not rely too heavily on financial markers as a proxy for impact. 
Gender markers are important for tracking whether actions are designed to contribute to gender 
equality, but they do not show whether those actions produce transformative results. GAP IV could 
therefore make better use of the existing results architecture by identifying a limited number of 
common gender-equality indicators across EU external action, while still allowing country-level and 
sector-specific indicators to reflect local priorities. These indicators should not only measure 
participation, access or numbers of beneficiaries, but also capture changes in power relations, control 
over resources, rights, institutional accountability and the capacity of WROs. 

GAP IV should therefore build on GAP III’s indicator framework by developing a clearer and more usable 
set of common gender-equality indicators for each thematic area, while allowing country-level and 
sector-specific adaptation. It should also require G1 and G2 actions to include sex-disaggregated and, 
where relevant, gender-specific indicators from the design stage, so that results can be tracked 
throughout implementation rather than reconstructed at reporting stage. Reporting against these 
indicators should be treated as part of implementation quality, not as an optional add-on. These 
indicators should be embedded not only in action documents, but also in logframes, contracts, 
implementation monitoring and partner reporting. Where feasible, the EU should also make better use 
of existing monitoring and evaluation tools, including the European Commission’s Operational System 
for managing and monitoring EU external action projects (OPSYS), predefined indicators, results-
oriented monitoring and targeted evaluations or impact evaluations. The aim should be to make the 
results chain more traceable: from gender analysis and funding decisions to implementation, outcomes 
and transformative change. Without better results data, the EU will remain able to show that gender 
equality is being mainstreamed, but less able to show what difference this makes in practice. 

3.1.7. Country-level implementation tools (CLIPs) improved, but stronger sectoral 
gender analysis needed 

GAP III introduced CLIPs as well as better defined and stronger expectations on gender analysis. The 
report states that 96% of EU Delegations had a CLIP by 2024, covering 130 out of 136 countries. It also 
reports that 86% of Delegations had conducted at least one gender sector analysis, but only 54% had 
gender sector analyses for all priority sectors. 

This is a substantial achievement, but it again points to a quality gap. GAP III has helped establish a 
country-level architecture, but the depth of sectoral gender analysis remains uneven. For GAP IV, the 
lesson is that CLIPs should not become static documents or reporting exercises. They should function 
as strategic tools that guide programming, policy dialogue, Tenam Europe coordination and monitoring. 

GAP IV should therefore maintain the requirement that country-level gender analysis be updated 
regularly and linked to priority sectors, including Global Gateway sectors. It should examine how gender 
dynamics, women and men in all their diversity are affected by the political economy of these sectors, 
who benefits from investments, who participates in decision-making, and which inequalities risk being 
reproduced – aligned with the logic of the Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA)195. 
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3.1.8. Team Europe coordination can help, but needs clearer gender accountability 
The report shows that gender equality has been increasingly integrated into the Team Europe 
approach. Since 2021, 87% of EU actions contributing to Team Europe Initiatives have been gender 
mainstreamed196. This suggests that GAP III has been successful in preventing gender equality from 
being lost in joint programming and broader coordination. 

However, Team Europe also complicates accountability. Team Europe Initiatives are financed not only 
through NDICI–Global Europe, but also through Member States’ bilateral resources and development 
finance institutions. As a result, there are no uniform gender equality obligations for Team Europe 
Initiatives as a whole, and the extent to which gender is prioritised may vary considerably between 
initiatives. This is particularly relevant where Team Europe partnerships involve financial institutions or 
private-sector actors, since commercial objectives such as profitability and return on investment may 
take precedence over gender equality and other inequality concerns197. 

Nevertheless, the ODI consultation report also points to the potential of Team Europe as a vehicle for 
more coordinated gender action. Some Team Europe Initiatives already place gender equality at the 
centre of their objectives, and EU Delegation staff interviewed for the report valued Team Europe most 
when it involved genuine co-funding and shared political commitment, rather than merely adding 
implementing partners. One useful idea emerging from the consultations is that responsibility for 
gender equality could be made more explicit within each Team Europe Initiative, for instance by 
assigning a Member State or partner to lead on gender aspects, backed by resources and 
accountability198. 

GAP IV should therefore define minimum gender equality standards for Team Europe Initiatives. These 
should include a gender analysis, explicit gender objectives, gender indicators, consultation with WROs, 
and reporting on gender-related results. This is particularly important because Team Europe Initiatives 
often operate in politically visible areas such as investment, migration, climate and security. GAP IV 
should ensure that gender equality is not only included as a cross-cutting value but built into the 
governance and monitoring of Team Europe work. 

3.1.9. Political dialogue and multilateral leadership are important, but should be 
connected to programming 

Commission reporting suggests that GAP III has helped strengthen the third of the EU’s three-pronged 
approach: political and policy dialogue on gender equality. The promotion of gender equality has 
become a standard part of EU diplomatic and multilateral engagement. 

In 2024, 78% of EU Delegations reported at least one high-level dialogue on gender equality and 
women’s empowerment with partner governments, while 80% held a high-level dialogue with civil 
society, including women’s and girls’ organisations. The Commission also reports that the EU continued 
to take joint positions in international and regional fora, including the Commission on the Status of 
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Women, the Human Rights Council, the G7 and the G20199. The EU’s important and indispensable role 
as a global gender actor in these multilateral fora was also explicitly confirmed in the interviews 
conducted, especially in a context of global backlash against gender equality and women’s rights. GAP 
III has helped keep gender equality visible on the diplomatic agenda and has provided Delegations with 
a stronger basis for dialogue with governments, civil society and international partners. 

However, the 2023 and 2025 independent evaluations commissioned by the Commission also suggest 
that this dialogue function remains insufficiently connected to programming and financing200. High-
level statements and dialogue processes do not automatically translate into changes in country-level 
priorities, funding decisions, policy benchmarks or monitoring frameworks. For GAP IV, the EU should 
therefore move beyond measuring whether a dialogue took place. Delegations should also be asked to 
report how the dialogue influenced programming, policy reform, budget support, Global Gateway or 
Team Europe initiatives, and funding decisions. Without this stronger link between dialogue and 
operational choices, there is a risk that political commitments to gender equality and actual financing 
priorities continue to move on separate tracks. 

3.1.10. Women’s rights organisations (WROs) remain under-supported compared with 
the scale of the agenda 

Commission reporting shows that the EU has increased its financial commitments to WROs and 
feminist movements under GAP III. In 2024, commitments for funding to WROs and movements 
amounted to EUR 48 million, bringing the total for 2021–2024 to EUR 244 million. This is a positive 
development and should be recognised, especially in a context of shrinking civic space and growing 
pressure on feminist and women’s rights actors. For many organisations, EU support, including support 
from both the European Commission and EU Member States, can be a genuine lifeline. 

At the same time, the scale of this support remains limited when set against the overall volume of 
gender-marked EU external action. Over the same period, gender-marked commitments under NDICI–
Global Europe, IPA III and CFSP amounted to EUR 47.695 billion201. Even allowing for the fact that these 
figures are not directly equivalent - since gender-marked commitments do not measure the exact 
amount spent on gender equality - the comparison shows that funding reaching WROs remains very 
small in relation to the EU’s broader gender equality portfolio. 

This should not be overlooked, considering that the 2025 evaluation is very clear that CSOs and WROs 
were among the most effective channels for advancing gender equality, especially in fragile and 
conflict-affected contexts. They contributed to service delivery, advocacy, norm change, women’s 
leadership, coalition-building and policy engagement. The independent Commission evaluation also 
finds that intersectional approaches were often stronger in CSO- and WRO-led projects, and that these 
projects were more likely to be context-sensitive and sustainable202. 

This is a key lesson for GAP IV. WROs are essential for gender equality outcomes: they reflect women’s 
agency, represent rights-holders, provide expertise, and are an irreplaceable accountability link and 
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often work in politically difficult contexts. Yet they frequently face short-term funding, administrative 
burdens and exclusion from large-scale EU funding modalities. 

GAP IV should include a stronger and more measurable commitment to fund WROs and feminist 
movements and support their work including through preserving the civic space. This should include 
direct, flexible and core funding, simplified procedures for smaller organisations, longer time horizons 
and dedicated windows for local and grassroots organisations. Consultation with WROs should not 
substitute for funding them as WRO are not only stakeholders or indirect beneficiaries but strategic 
partners in implementation, monitoring and accountability. 

3.1.11. Institutional capacity has improved, but requires continuous attention 
Commission reporting highlights persistent institutional capacity gaps. GAP III has helped cement a 
more visible gender architecture across EU external action: in 2024, 86% of services had a gender focal 
person, including 94% of EU Delegations and 78% of headquarters services. This is important progress. 
Yet the same reporting shows that this architecture is still only partially institutionalised. Only 57% of 
gender focal persons had their gender-related tasks included in their job description. Training also 
remained incomplete: 42% of managers in headquarters and 51% of delegation management had 
received training on gender equality, women’s empowerment and GAP III203. 

This is confirmed by the findings of the midterm and intermediate evaluations: GAP III has increased 
the strategic importance of gender equality and considerably strengthened its institutional 
architecture, but implementation still depends too heavily on informal mandates, individual 
commitment and uneven capacity204. 

The 2023 mid-term evaluation found that the EU’s political and financial commitments to gender 
equality had grown faster than the human resources available to implement, support and monitor them. 
GFPs have played a crucial role, but they are often over-stretched, lack sufficient decision-making 
power, and do not always have gender-related tasks clearly reflected in their job descriptions or 
performance appraisals205. The 2025 intermediate evaluation confirms that staff capacity and gender-
responsive leadership are decisive for performance: where delegation management supported gender 
equality and gender expertise was integrated into programming and policy dialogue, results were 
stronger. Where this was not the case, implementation depended too heavily on individual champions. 
weakening consistency, sustainability and accountability206. 

The lesson for GAP IV is that institutional capacity should be treated as a core condition for effective 
gender mainstreaming, not as an internal administrative issue. GAP IV should include mandatory 
gender-responsive leadership training for Heads of Delegation, Heads of Cooperation and relevant 
managers, require clearer GFP mandates, protected staff time, seniority and access to decision-
making, and the inclusion of gender equality objectives in staff performance and quality-assurance 
systems. Gender equality should be understood as a responsibility of all staff and management, with 
GFPs acting as expert coordinators rather than as the only institutional carriers of the agenda. Therefore 
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Directorate-General for International Partnerships, April 2023. 

206  ADE, Intermediate evaluation of the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021-2027), European Commission Directorate-
General for International Partnerships, 27 November 2025. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d7662329-ee2c-11ed-a05c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/16986d17-d250-11f0-8da2-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/16986d17-d250-11f0-8da2-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d7662329-ee2c-11ed-a05c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/16986d17-d250-11f0-8da2-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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sector-specific training should be systematic and tailored to different roles, including political sections, 
cooperation sections, investment teams, security and defence actors, and staff working on Global 
Gateway. 

3.2. Parliament’s 2022 recommendations: progress and remaining gaps for 
GAP IV 

The European Parliament’s 2022 resolution on GAP III207 provides a useful accountability benchmark for 
assessing what has been achieved and what remains open for GAP IV. Parliament welcomed GAP III as 
a stronger and more ambitious framework but already stressed that implementation would depend on 
the availability of political tools, funding, staff capacity, gender expertise, measurable indicators and 
transparent reporting. Several of its concerns have since been partly addressed through the roll-out of 
CLIPs in most EU delegations, increased use of gender markers, the GAP III monitoring framework, the 
intermediate evaluation and increased attention to WRO engagement. However, many of Parliament’s 
core recommendations remain only partially implemented. These include the call for public and 
translated CLIPs, a specific funding target for WROs, multiannual and flexible funding, mandatory 
training for relevant EU staff, full-time and adequately resourced GFPs, clearer baselines and targets, 
and tools to track gender-equality spending in financial terms. The resolution is therefore important for 
GAP IV because it shows that the next action plan should not only renew GAP III’s political 
commitments, but also close long-standing implementation gaps already identified by Parliament in 
2022. Table 4 displays the main recommendations from the European Parliaments 2022 resolution on 
GAP III. 

Table 4: Main recommendations from the European Parliament’s 2022 resolution on 
GAP III 

EP recommendation Followed through? How? Still open / further action needed 

1. Full GAP III 
implementation 
across external 
action, with G1/G2 
and G2 targets 

Partly followed. GAP III has been 
extended to 2027. 
Commission/EEAS reporting 
shows strong mainstreaming: in 
2024, 82% of new external actions 
had gender as a principal or 
significant objective. For NDICI–
Global Europe 2021–2024, the 
figure was 84%, with 4% marked as 
principal objective208. 

The 85% target is nearly met but not 
evenly across all external actions, and 
the 5% G2 target is still slightly 
underachieved209. The EP’s more 
ambitious request, the 20% ODA per 
country as G2 and 85% of ODA 
funding, not only actions, as G1/G2 
has not been taken up210. The biggest 
open issue is the post-2027 Global 
Europe proposal, where binding 
gender targets are removed. 

2. Country-level 
implementation 
plans, gender 

Partly followed. CLIPs have 
become a central implementation 
tool. EEAS reports that around 95% 
of EU delegations have CLIPs, and 
the evaluation response confirms 

The EP asked that all CLIPs be public, 
translated and accessible to local civil 
society. This remains weak. The 
evaluation response also recognises 
that CLIPs vary in quality and 

 
207  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022. 
208  European External Action Service, Gender Action Plan III & its key areas of EU engagement, 21 January 2025; European Commission, 

2025 Annual Report on the implementation of the European Union’s External Action Instruments in 2024, SWD(2025) 390 final, 2025. 
209  P. Debusscher, Gender equality objective in the proposal for a “Global Europe” Regulation (2028–2034), European Parliament, 2026. 
210  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022., para. 

19. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX%3A52022IP0073
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX%3A52022IP0073
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analysis and local 
ownership 

that they are aligned with 
programming and MIPs.211 

ambition, so GAP IV should set 
minimum standards for public 
availability, stakeholder consultation, 
annual updating and follow-up. 

3. Monitoring, 
indicators, external 
evaluation and 
tracking of gender 
spending 

Partly followed. GAP III has an 
objectives-and-indicators 
framework, reporting has been 
integrated into OPSYS/logframes, 
and an intermediate evaluation 
covering 2021–2024 was published 
in 2025212. 

The EP asked for clearer baselines, 
targets, roadmaps, timelines, total 
gender-equality spending and 
qualitative impact assessment. This is 
still open. Reporting remains stronger 
on whether gender is “included” than 
on whether funding reaches gender-
transformative objectives or produces 
measurable change. GAP IV and the 
next MFF need euro-visible gender 
budgeting. 

4. Meaningful 
CSO/WRO 
participation and 
dedicated funding 
for women’s rights 
organisations 

Partly followed. The Commission 
response says that in 2024, 80% of 
EU delegations held a dialogue 
focused on gender equality with 
CSOs/WROs. Dedicated financial 
commitments to WROs reportedly 
increased from EUR 56 million in 
2021–2022 to EUR 169 million in 
2023–2024213. 

The EP’s key demand, a specific 
funding target for WROs and flexible, 
direct, multiannual funding, remains 
open214. The Commission explicitly 
does not commit to systematic core, 
adaptive or multi-year funding 
because of financial regulation, annual 
budget availability and accountability 
constraints215. This is one of the 
clearest remaining gaps. 

5. Training, gender 
expertise and 
gender focal points 
in EU institutions 
and delegations 

Partly followed. Gender-
responsive leadership training has 
been rolled out: 50 senior managers 
completed a 30-hour programme, 
around 170 managers completed e-
learning, and more than 80% of 
EEAS senior managers took a 
shorter executive course. The EEAS 
has also created an HQ gender focal 
point network of around 70 GFPs216. 

The EP asked for mandatory training 
for all relevant staff and adequately 
resourced, visible, full-time gender 
expertise217. Training is still 
encouraged rather than mandatory, 
no specific performance assessment 
is foreseen for staff with 
budget/financial decision-making 
roles, and GFPs often remain add-on 

 
211  European External Action Service, Gender Action Plan III & its key areas of EU engagement, 21 January 2025; European Commission, 

Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021–2027), 2025. 
212  ADE, Intermediate Evaluation of the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021–2027), 2025; European 

Commission, Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021–
2027), 2025. 

213  European Commission, Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III 
(2021–2027), 2025, p.11-14. 

214  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022., paras. 
11-14. 

215  European Commission, Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III 
(2021–2027), 2025. 

216  Ibid. 
217  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022., paras 7, 

20-21. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX%3A52022IP0073
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX%3A52022IP0073
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roles rather than fully resourced 
positions218. 

6. GBV, SRHR, 
harmful practices 
and sanctions 

Partly followed. The EU has 
continued GBV/SRHR 
programming, including Spotlight-
related work, ACT with UN Women, 
humanitarian GBV and SRHR 
funding, and programmes against 
harmful practices. In 2024, the EU 
also adopted sanctions packages 
targeting actors responsible for 
systematic or widespread sexual 
and gender-based violence219. 

Further action is still needed on 
sustained funding for survivor-
centred services, shelters, specialised 
GBV providers, SRHR actors, CSE, 
contraception, safe abortion and GBV 
risk mitigation in 
humanitarian/conflict settings. The 
EP’s broader request - to use 
diplomatic leverage for law reform 
and criminalisation of all forms of GBV 
in partner countries - remains long-
term and uneven220. 

7. Women, Peace 
and Security and 
conflict-related 
gender analysis 

Partly followed. The EU has 
developed gender-responsive 
conflict analysis methodology, 
piloted work with the UN in Liberia, 
and supported WPS actions, 
including planned WPS 
programming with CSO/WRO 
involvement221. 

The EP asked for systematic gender-
sensitive conflict analysis, including in 
CSDP, European Peace Facility and 
crisis settings222. The 
Commission/EEAS response 
indicates that gender analysis is 
required across external action, but 
conflict analysis is needs-based and 
not universally mandatory. More 
systematic application is therefore 
still needed, especially in fragile 
contexts and security-related 
instruments223. 

8. Global Gateway, 
EFSD+, green and 
digital transitions 

Partly followed. Gender is now 
regularly reported in Global 
Gateway/Team Europe language, 
and the 2024 annual report states 
that 71% of new guarantees signed 
in 2024 were gender-
mainstreamed. The Commission 
says it will seek gender-targeted 

This remains a major open area. The 
EP wanted gender-transformative 
action in sectors such as energy, 
agriculture, digitalisation and climate, 
and stronger alignment of 
EIB/financial operations with GAP 
III225. The Commission does not 
commit to systematic annual gender 
impact reporting or institutionalised 

 
218  European Commission, Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III 

(2021–2027), 2025. 
219  Council of the European Union, Violence against women and girls: EU sanctions nine individuals and three entities under its Global 

Human Rights Sanctions Regime, 7 March 2023; Council of the European Union, Sexual and gender-based violence: Council lists four 
individuals and two entities under the EU’s Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime, 22 July 2024. 

220  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022., paras 7, 
28-40. 

221  European Commission, Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III 
(2021–2027), 2025. 

222  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022., paras 
40-45. 

223  European Commission, Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III 
(2021–2027), 2025. 

225  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022., paras. 
18, 76–77, 88–93. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/03/07/violence-against-women-and-girls-eu-sanctions-nine-individuals-and-three-entities-under-its-global-human-rights-sanctions-regime/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/03/07/violence-against-women-and-girls-eu-sanctions-nine-individuals-and-three-entities-under-its-global-human-rights-sanctions-regime/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX%3A52022IP0073
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX%3A52022IP0073
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX%3A52022IP0073
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flagship actions under Global 
Gateway224. 

CSO/WRO governance roles in EFSD+ 
operations, so further action is still 
needed on gender due diligence, 
safeguards, sex-disaggregated 
results and WRO involvement226 

9. Trade, investment 
and gender equality 

Partly followed. Newer EU trade 
agreements have moved somewhat 
in this direction: the EU–Chile 
agreement includes a dedicated 
trade-and-gender chapter, the EU–
New Zealand agreement has a 
dedicated trade-and-gender 
equality article, and the EU–Kenya 
agreement includes provisions on 
gender equality and women’s 
empowerment227. 

The EP’s stronger demands remain 
open: systematic gender chapters in 
all agreements, gender-balanced 
DAGs, trade-and-gender committees, 
enforceable provisions, and robust ex 
ante/ex post gender impact 
assessments228. Follow-through is 
visible but not yet standardised or 
enforceable enough. 

10. Broader political 
leadership: Istanbul 
Convention, feminist 
diplomacy, Council 
configuration. 

Partly followed. The EU itself 
acceded to the Istanbul Convention 
in 2023, and the Commission 
adopted a Roadmap for Women’s 
Rights in 2025 and a new Gender 
Equality Strategy 2026–2030 in 
2026229. 

The EP’s call for a specific Council 
configuration on gender equality has 
not been followed through230. A 
formal EU-wide feminist foreign, 
security and development policy has 
not been adopted, despite 
Parliament’s call to move in that 
direction (European Parliament, 2022, 
para. 94).231. Not all Member States 
have ratified/fully implemented the 
Istanbul Convention. 

Source: Authors’ analysis, based on European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III, 
2021/2003(INI), P9_TA (2022)0073. 
  

 
224  European Commission, 2025 Annual Report on the implementation of the European Union’s External Action Instruments in 2024, 

SWD(2025) 390 final, 2025; European Commission, Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of 
the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021–2027), 2025. 

226  European Commission, Response of the services to the Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III 
(2021–2027), 2025. 

227  European Parliament, Gender mainstreaming in EU trade agreements, EPRS Briefing, 2024; European Commission, EU-Chile Interim 
Trade Agreement explained, n.d.; European Commission, Factsheet: EU-New Zealand Trade Agreement – Trade and Sustainable 
Development, n.d.; European Commission, Factsheet: Sustainability in the EU-Kenya Economic Partnership Agreement, n.d. 

228  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022, paras. 
65-74. 

229  European Commission, Gender Equality Strategy, 2026. 
230  European Parliament, Resolution of 10 March 2022 on the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021/2003(INI)) P9_TA(2022)0073, 2022, para 3. 
231  Ibid, para 94. 
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3.3. What stakeholders expect from GAP IV: Findings from the European 
Commission’s Call for Evidence 

The findings from the GAP III evaluation are broadly confirmed by the public feedback submitted to the 
Commission’s Call for Evidence on the ‘EU action plan for gender equality and women’s empowerment 
in EU external action 2028 – 2034 (GAP IV)’232. The aim of the Call launched in March 2026 was for the 
Commission to gather evidence, views and recommendations from a broad range of stakeholders, 
including civil society, international organisations and development finance institutions, on priorities, 
objectives, strategic partnerships and possible targets to be included in the GAP IV and ensure the 
effective implementation of the plan233. A qualitative content analysis of the 217 feedback entries 
submitted by the closure of the call at the end of April 2026 shows strong stakeholder support for an 
ambitious GAP IV, but also a clear demand for the new plan to be more strongly linked to financing, 
accountability, local ownership and the next external financing framework. While the consultation 
feedback is not a representative survey of all stakeholders, it does provide a useful indication of the 
priorities and concerns most actively mobilised in the GAP IV debate. A large share of the feedback 
came from European NGOs, EU citizens, advocacy networks and international organisations 
headquartered in Europe234. 

3.3.1. The strongest message: GAP IV needs an improved implementation architecture 
The consultation feedback suggests that stakeholders see the main challenge for GAP IV not as the 
absence of EU commitments or a programming architecture, but as the persistent gap between 
commitments, programming and implementation. GAP IV is therefore expected to function more as an 
accountability framework for EU external action. Stakeholders repeatedly ask for clearer targets, 
stronger indicators, sex- and gender-disaggregated data, public reporting, gender markers, 
transparent tracking, stronger evaluation and better use of CLIPs and GCPs. 

3.3.2. Financing is the central credibility test 
A large number of entries link GAP IV directly to the next MFF, Global Europe, gender budgeting and 
OECD gender marker targets. Many contributors explicitly call for a renewed or strengthened financial 
target architecture, often using the formula: 

• 85% of ODA/actions to have gender equality as a significant or principal objective 

• 20% to have gender equality as a principal objective 

• 5% specifically for local women’s rights organisations/feminist organisations. 

Not all entries use the same formulation, but this 85/20/5 model appears often enough to be treated 
as a major advocacy ask. The political implication is important: stakeholders are worried that GAP IV 
will be weakened if the post-2027 Global Europe framework drops explicit gender targets. 

 
232  European Commission, EU action plan for gender equality and women’s empowerment in EU external action 2028 – 2034 (GAP IV), 

Have Your Say – Call for Evidence, 2026. 
233  European Commission, DG INTPA, G.1 Unit for Gender Equality, Human Rights and Democratic Governance, Call for Evidence for an 

Initiative ‘EU Action Plan for Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in EU External Action 2028 – 2034 (GAP IV)’, 
Ares(2026)2908397, 18, March 2026. 

234  European Commission, EU action plan for gender equality and women’s empowerment in EU external action 2028–2034 (GAP IV), Call 
for Evidence, Feedback and statistics, 2026. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/17312-EU-action-plan-for-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment-in-EU-external-action-GAP-IV-_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/17312-EU-action-plan-for-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment-in-EU-external-action-GAP-IV-_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/17312-EU-action-plan-for-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment-in-EU-external-action-GAP-IV-/feedback_en?p_id=22599
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/17312-EU-action-plan-for-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment-in-EU-external-action-GAP-IV-/feedback_en?p_id=22599
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3.3.3. Local women’s rights organisations (WROs) are indispensable, but underfunded 
Many NGOs, feminist networks and local organisations do not present support for WROs and women 
led organisations (WLOs) as a new concern for the EU, but as an area where existing EU commitments 
need to be made more effective. Under GAP III, inclusive policy and political dialogue with civil society, 
including WROs, is part of the EU’s external gender equality architecture. Civil society has also been 
formally involved in Global Europe programming, and the EU has a dedicated €1.5 billion Civil Society 
Organisations programme for 2021–2027 under Global Europe235. The Commission’s response to the 
GAP III evaluation also notes that, in 2024, 80% of EU Delegations held a dialogue focused on gender 
equality with civil society organisations, including WROs236. 

The consultation feedback nevertheless suggests that this engagement remains too often consultative 
rather than power-shifting. Contributors argue that WROs, WLOs, feminist funds and grassroots 
organisations are recognised as essential partners but still face major barriers in accessing EU funding 
because of complex procedures, short project cycles, co-financing requirements, risk aversion and a 
continued preference for large intermediaries. Several entries therefore call for: 

• direct funding 

• flexible and core funding 

• multi-year support 

• simplified procedures 

• funding for informal and grassroots feminist organisations 

• meaningful involvement in design, implementation and monitoring 

• better protection for activists and women human rights defenders 

This is one of the clearest lessons from the call’s feedback corpus: WROs and feminist actors seek to 
be funded, protected and treated as strategic partners in EU external action, not only as stakeholders 
to be consulted. 

3.3.4. GAP IV should preserve GAP III’s three principles 
Many entries explicitly support the three principles introduced under GAP III: (1) human rights-based 
approach, (2) intersectionality and (3) gender-transformative change. GAP III has also sought to 
operationalise this approach through tools such as GCPs and CLIPs, which are intended to translate 
EU-level commitments into country-level priorities and programming. However, contributors also 
argue that these principles often remain too abstract and asks GAP IV to make it more operational and 
enforceable. 

The most common request is to translate them into concrete programming requirements: intersectional 
gender analysis, participatory design, indicators that capture changes in power relations, disability- and 
migration-disaggregated data, meaningful participation of affected groups, and targeted funding for 
organisations representing marginalised women and girls. 

This is especially visible in submissions from disability organisations, migration actors, rural women’s 
organisations, youth organisations, indigenous women’s organisations and LGBTIQ+/SOGIESC actors. 

 
235  European Commission, Global Europe: EU launches a global €1.5 billion programme to support civil society organisations, News 

Announcement, 14 December 2021. 
236  European Commission, Directorate-General for International Partnerships, Response of the EU services to the recommendations of the 

Intermediate Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan III (2021-2027), Brussels, 2025. 

https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/global-europe-eu-launches-global-eu15-billion-programme-support-civil-society-organisations-2021-12-14_en
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/document/download/861153e5-3d20-41e9-9cd6-97dde762f805_en?filename=gapiii-intermediate-evaluation-response-of-eu-services_en.pdf
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/document/download/861153e5-3d20-41e9-9cd6-97dde762f805_en?filename=gapiii-intermediate-evaluation-response-of-eu-services_en.pdf
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3.3.5. Gender-Based Violence (GBV) and Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 
(SRHR) seen as major strategic priorities in a backlash context 

GBV and violence against women and girls are among the most frequently mentioned themes in the 
consultation feedback. Contributors call for long-term funding for survivor-centred services, 
specialised GBV providers, shelters, prevention, legal reform, female genital mutilation (FGM) 
prevention, action against child and forced marriage, and stronger GBV risk mitigation in humanitarian 
and conflict settings. SRHR appears as a more specific but politically intense priority, with several 
entries calling for a dedicated SRHR pillar, cross-cutting integration, support for comprehensive sexual 
education, contraception, safe abortion, maternal health, the Minimum Initial Service Package in 
emergencies, and funding for SRHR actors. 

These demands are framed not as isolated sectoral concerns, but as part of a broader rights-defence 
agenda. Stakeholders repeatedly situate GBV and SRHR in a context of anti-rights mobilisation, 
shrinking civic space, attacks on women human rights defenders, online abuse, authoritarianism, 
disinformation and funding cuts to feminist and SRHR organisations. This links directly to the EU’s own 
policy profile. Internally, the EU has strengthened its anti-GBV framework through accession to the 
Istanbul Convention, which entered into force for the EU in October 2023, and through the 2024 
Directive on combating violence against women and domestic violence. Externally, GAP III already 
identifies both ending GBV and advancing sexual and reproductive health and rights as key areas of 
engagement. The consultation feedback therefore does not ask the EU to create a new agenda, but to 
ensure that GAP IV protects and operationalises these commitments in a more contested political 
environment. 

The implication for GAP IV is that GBV and SRHR should be treated as central to the EU’s credibility as 
a global gender actor. This also resonates with the EU Gender Equality Strategy 2026–2030, which 
explicitly refers to gender-based cyberviolence, anti-gender narratives and the need for stronger 
coherence between internal and external gender equality policy. 

3.3.6. Women Peace and Security (WPS) and humanitarian action should be more 
central 

Many entries argue that GAP IV should integrate the WPS agenda more strongly, especially in fragile 
and conflict-affected contexts. The consultation feedback calls for stronger operationalisation of 
existing commitments, including the WPS agenda, based on UN Security Council Resolution 1325 and 
subsequent resolutions. 

The feedback applauds the inclusion of WPS as one of GAP III key areas of engagement but calls for 
stronger gender analysis in conflict assessments, more support for women peacebuilders, local peace 
infrastructures, GBV risk mitigation, women’s participation in peace processes, and dedicated WPS 
financing. 

While EU humanitarian policy already includes gender- and age-sensitive aid, GBV risk mitigation and 
protection from GBV in emergencies, humanitarian actors stress that GAP IV should be vigilant not to 
remain primarily a development-policy instrument and view the new GAP as a test of whether gender 
equality can be operationalised in the hardest areas of EU external action: conflict, displacement, 
humanitarian response, security and geopolitical engagement. 

3.3.7. Global Gateway is seen as both an opportunity and a risk 
A significant number of entries mention Global Gateway, infrastructure, investment, private sector 
engagement, green transition, energy, digitalisation or trade. The tone is mixed: stakeholders do not 
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reject Global Gateway, but they worry that large-scale infrastructure and investment priorities may 
sideline gender equality. The main demand is that all Global Gateway investments should include: 

• ex ante and ex post intersectional gender analysis 

• gender-responsive indicators 

• civil society and WRO participation 

• safeguards for human rights and labour rights 

• monitoring of private-sector actors 

• attention to care, land, mobility, employment, digital access and safety. 

The core message from the entries is that infrastructure alone will not deliver gender equality. For GAP 
IV, the issue is whether Global Gateway, EFSD+, blending, guarantees and private-sector partnerships 
can be made part of the EU’s gender equality architecture, rather than treated as separate from it. 

3.3.8. Digitalisation is now a major GAP IV issue 
Digital themes are much more visible in the GAP IV feedback than they were in earlier GAP discussions. 
Entries mention the digital gender divide, mobile access, AI bias, online harassment, deepfakes, digital 
GBV, digital advocacy, cybersecurity, online disinformation and platform accountability. This connects 
directly to the EU’s existing policy profile. GAP III already includes digitalisation as one of its thematic 
areas, calling for women’s and girls’ equal participation in shaping the digital transition and for action 
against online and technology-facilitated violence. Its objectives and indicators also include digital 
skills, access to digital services, women’s participation in STEM and ICT, and the prevention of 
cyberviolence. 

The consultation feedback therefore suggests that GAP IV should continue to treat digitalisation not 
only as an economic empowerment issue, but also as a rights, safety, democracy and civic-space issue. 

3.3.9. The care economy 
Care is present as a topic, but less dominant than funding, accountability and GBV. Care appears in 
about one fifth of the unique entries, but when it appears it is often substantive. Contributors call for 
the recognition, reduction and redistribution of unpaid care, investment in care services, support for 
domestic workers, social protection, childcare, disability-related care, and WASH/healthcare 
infrastructure. 

This connects to existing EU policy. Internally, the EU adopted the European Care Strategy in 2022, 
linking affordable, accessible and high-quality care services to gender equality, women’s labour-market 
participation, social inclusion and decent working conditions in the care sector. Externally, GAP III 
already recognises care as part of women’s economic and social rights, stating that women and men 
should equally share care responsibilities and have access to adequate social protection, public 
services, decent work and economic opportunities. The consultation feedback therefore asks GAP IV 
to make this commitment more visible and operational. 

This could be an important “added value” point for GAP IV: to integrate care more systematically across 
external action, including in labour rights, health, education, ageing, children’s rights migration, 
disability inclusion and Global Gateway investments. 
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3.3.10. A visible opposition cluster 
Around 30 unique entries are strongly critical of the use of “gender”, gender identity or trans-inclusive 
terminology, and call for a sex-based framing of women’s rights. Some are individual citizen 
submissions while others come from organised women’s rights organisations and NGOs, such as the 
European Network of Migrant Women237 or LGB International. Their arguments often revolve around 
maintaining a clear analytical distinction between biological sex as a material reality and gender as a 
social construct, criticising the inclusion of men who identify as women in women’s spaces and data, 
and stressing the need for female-only spaces and services. A number of entries also mention inequality 
in sports, women’s safety in prisons, shelters, lesbian rights and surrogacy as a violation of women’s 
rights in this respect. This cluster is not the majority, but it is analytically important. 

This does not displace the broader support for an ambitious, intersectional and gender-transformative 
GAP IV, but it illustrates the more polarised political environment in which GAP IV will need to defend 
both women’s and girls’ rights while maintaining human-rights and non-discrimination commitments. 

3.3.11. Main findings of the GAP IV public consultation 
Analysis of the 217 entries of the GAP IV public consultation gives the Commission a clear mandate for 
a more political, more financed and more accountable GAP IV — but also warn that without explicit 
targets and a link to Global Europe and the next MFF, the plan risks becoming too ambitious. The 
feedback also confirms the continued centrality of GBV, SRHR, WPS, women’s leadership and 
intersectionality, while pointing to newer or more urgent areas such as digital violence, anti-gender 
backlash, care, disability inclusion and the gender implications of Global Gateway. 

At the same time, there is a visible minority cluster of entries contesting the terminology and 
conceptual basis of the initiative, especially around the use of “gender”, gender identity, trans inclusion, 
sex-based rights and the definition of women and girls. This is not the majority position, but it is 
politically relevant because it shows how GAP IV is being drafted in a much more contested anti-
gender/anti-rights environment. 

Overall, the consultation does not suggest fatigue with EU gender equality policy, rather, it suggests 
impatience with commitments that are not sufficiently financed, monitored or translated into country-
level practice. Table 5 summarises the main themes from the public feedback of the Commission’s call 
for evidence on GAP IV. 

Table 5: Main themes emerging from the public feedback submitted to the European 
Commission’s Call for Evidence on GAP IV 

Main theme in 
feedback What contributors emphasised Implication for GAP IV 

Stronger 
accountability and 
monitoring 

Many entries called for clearer indicators, 
stronger reporting, better use of sex- and 
gender-disaggregated data, and more 
transparent monitoring of results. 

GAP IV should function as an 
implementation and 
accountability framework, not 
only as a policy statement. 

Binding or clearly 
reportable funding 
targets 

A recurrent demand was to maintain the 
85% gender-mainstreaming target and 
strengthen funding for actions with 

GAP IV should be explicitly linked 
to the next MFF and Global 
Europe instrument, including 

 
237  European Network of Migrant Women, Submission to Consultation on EU Action Plan for Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment 

in EU External Action (GAP IV), 30 April 2026. 

https://www.migrantwomennetwork.org/2026/04/submission-eu-gender-equality-action-plan-gap-iv/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=submission-eu-gender-equality-action-plan-gap-iv
https://www.migrantwomennetwork.org/2026/04/submission-eu-gender-equality-action-plan-gap-iv/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=submission-eu-gender-equality-action-plan-gap-iv
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gender equality as a principal objective. 
Several entries also called for a dedicated 
share of funding for local WROs/feminist 
organisations. 

gender-budgeting and 
expenditure-tracking 
requirements. 

Direct, flexible and 
long-term funding 
for WROs 

Local women’s rights organisations, 
feminist movements and grassroots 
actors were repeatedly described as 
essential but structurally underfunded 
and often excluded by complex EU 
procedures. 

GAP IV should move from 
consultation with civil society to 
funded partnership, including 
core, multi-annual and accessible 
funding. 

Anti-gender 
backlash and 
shrinking civic 
space 

Many contributors framed GAP IV in the 
context of global backlash against 
women’s rights, SRHR, LGBTIQ+ rights, 
civic space and human rights defenders. 

GAP IV should include a stronger 
political strategy to protect 
feminist actors, women human 
rights defenders and democratic 
civic space. 

GBV and SRHR as 
core priorities 

Entries frequently called for sustained 
action on gender-based violence, 
survivor-centred services, FGM, child 
and forced marriage, SRHR, 
comprehensive sexuality education and 
bodily autonomy. 

GAP IV should maintain GBV and 
SRHR as central priorities, with 
dedicated funding and stronger 
implementation in crisis and 
fragile settings. 

Women, Peace and 
Security and crisis 
contexts 

Contributors stressed that women’s 
participation, protection and leadership 
remain weak in peacebuilding, conflict 
prevention, humanitarian action and 
displacement contexts. 

GAP IV should better integrate 
WPS across humanitarian, 
development, peace and security 
action, with dedicated resources 
and local women peacebuilders at 
the centre. 

Intersectionality 
and inclusion 

Submissions highlighted the specific 
barriers faced by women and girls with 
disabilities, migrant and displaced 
women, rural women, young women, 
indigenous women, LGBTIQ+ persons 
and other marginalised groups. 

GAP IV should make 
intersectionality operational 
through targeted data, indicators, 
participation mechanisms and 
funding for representative 
organisations. 

Global Gateway 
and private-sector 
instruments 

Several entries warned that 
infrastructure, investment, digital, 
energy and trade initiatives risk sidelining 
gender equality if safeguards and gender 
analysis are weak. 

GAP IV should require gender 
analysis, civil society participation 
and gender-responsive indicators 
for Global Gateway and other 
investment programmes. 

Digitalisation, AI 
and online violence 

Feedback referred to the digital gender 
divide, online harassment, deepfakes, AI 
bias, digital skills and women’s safety 
online. 

GAP IV should treat digitalisation 
as both an empowerment issue 
and a rights/protection issue. 

Care economy and 
unpaid work 

Contributors called for recognition, 
reduction and redistribution of unpaid 
care work, investment in care services, 

GAP IV should integrate the care 
economy more clearly into 
economic empowerment, social 
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social protection and decent work, 
including for domestic workers. 

protection and public-service 
priorities. 

Contestation 
around gender 
terminology 

A smaller but visible group of entries 
criticised the use of “gender” and called 
for sex-based definitions of women and 
girls. 

GAP IV will need to defend 
women’s and girls’ rights in a 
politically contested environment 
while maintaining a human-
rights-based and non-
discrimination approach. 

Source: Authors’ analysis, based on the public feedback submitted to the European Commission, EU action plan for gender 
equality and women’s empowerment in EU external action (GAP IV), Call for Evidence, 2026. 
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 CONCLUSION: WHAT GAP IV SHOULD TAKE FORWARD 
GAP III has been an important step in the evolution of the EU’s external gender equality policy. Its main 
achievement has not been the creation of a new normative agenda, since the EU’s commitments to 
gender equality, human rights and women’s empowerment were already well established. Its added 
value lies rather in the institutionalisation of these commitments across EU external action. GAP III 
helped make gender equality more visible, more routine and more operational through quantified 
targets, gender analysis, CLIPs, GFPs, reporting requirements, political dialogue and closer links with 
NDICI–Global Europe. It also reaffirmed a more ambitious understanding of EU gender equality policy, 
based on a gender-transformative approach, intersectionality and a human-rights-based approach. 

This progress should be understood as the cumulative result of more than fifteen years of structured 
EU institutional work on gender equality in external relations. GAP IV should therefore avoid 
dismantling an architecture that has taken time to build. GAP III did not start from zero but carried 
forward and deepened earlier reforms. This historical continuity is important for GAP IV: the task is not 
to replace the existing architecture, but to preserve what has worked while correcting the weaknesses 
that still prevent commitments from translating consistently into results. 

At the same time, the implementation evidence reviewed in this study shows that institutionalisation is 
not the same as transformation. GAP III has been more successful in creating systems, incentives and 
routines than in demonstrating consistently how these translate into measurable changes in the lives 
of women and girls, in the power of WROs, or in the gendered distribution of resources, rights and 
decision-making. Across the six thematic areas, the strongest evidence concerns political visibility, 
programming, commitments, examples of good practice and expanded mainstreaming. The weakest 
evidence concerns long-term outcomes, impact, quality of implementation, sustained financing, and 
whether gender equality objectives influence the core political and economic choices of EU external 
action. 

In the same way that mandatory gender analysis has strengthened ex ante programming, GAP IV could 
promote more systematic gender-responsive evaluations and impact assessments to close the iterative 
learning loop between design, implementation, results and future programming. This would help move 
GAP IV from a framework that asks whether gender equality was considered at the start of an action to 
one that also asks whether EU action produced measurable and transformative change. 

This is the central lesson for GAP IV. The EU does not primarily need a more ambitious list of gender 
equality priorities. GAP III already covers the main areas that remain critical: GBV, SRHR, economic and 
social rights, equal participation and leadership, WPS, and the gender dimensions of the green and 
digital transitions. What GAP IV could add is a stronger implementation and accountability architecture. 
Its task is to move from the question “is gender equality included?” to the harder question “what 
difference does inclusion make, for whom, through which resources, and with what accountability?” 
This also means making GAP III’s guiding principles more operational. GAP IV could clarify how gender-
transformative action, intersectionality and the human-rights-based approach should shape 
programming in practice, including through the distinction between rights-holders and duty-bearers, 
attention to women and men in all their diversity, participation, non-discrimination and accountability. 

The study therefore suggests that GAP IV could be designed around a shift from mainstreaming as 
visibility to mainstreaming as influence. Gender mainstreaming has clearly expanded under GAP III, but 
it can also dilute accountability when gender equality is present in programme narratives without being 
clearly linked to budgets, indicators, implementation arrangements or results. The OECD-DAC gender 
marker is therefore useful, but it remains a proxy for policy intention rather than evidence of impact. 
GAP IV could preserve the marker system while avoiding over-reliance on it by linking marker scores 
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to expenditure tracking, gender-responsive evaluations and evidence of whether actions change rights, 
resources, safety, participation and institutional accountability. GAP IV could make the G1 marker more 
consequential by requiring a clearer trace from gender analysis to programme design, activity lines, 
financing, indicators and reporting. This would help distinguish nominal mainstreaming from meaningful 
gender integration. 

The same logic applies to actions marked G0. GAP III’s requirement to justify actions that do not 
contribute to gender equality is conceptually important, but it has not yet become a strong 
accountability tool. GAP IV could turn G0 justification into a more serious test of programme quality. 
The point would not be to pretend that every intervention can have gender equality as an objective, 
but to ensure that any decision to classify an action as gender-neutral is based on robust analysis, 
consultation and consideration of possible gendered effects. 

CLIPs illustrate the same broader lesson. CLIPs have helped give EU Delegations a clearer mandate to 
organise gender equality priorities, request gender analysis and connect GAP III to country-level 
programming. In some contexts, they generated real ownership, visibility and coordination with partner 
governments, Member States and civil society. In others, however, they remained primarily internal 
Delegation documents, often driven by GFPs or external consultants, with limited participation and 
weak follow-up. GAP IV could therefore give clearer guidance on how CLIPs should move from analysis 
to programming, political dialogue, Team Europe coordination and monitoring, and how they should 
remain living documents rather than one-off planning exercises. 

A further lesson is that the twin-track approach remains indispensable. Mainstreaming gender equality 
across external action is necessary, especially because the EU’s largest external investments are 
increasingly located in sectors such as infrastructure, energy, digitalisation, migration, private-sector 
development, security and climate. Yet targeted actions remain essential because some forms of 
inequality require gender equality to be the central objective. Violence against women and girls, SRHR, 
women’s political participation, WRO funding, conflict-related sexual violence, women peacebuilders 
and legal discrimination cannot be adequately addressed through mainstreaming alone. GAP IV could 
therefore protect both tracks: broad mainstreaming across the portfolio and dedicated, visible, 
adequately funded G2 action. 

This is especially important in the post-2027 context. The extension of GAP III to 2027 means that GAP 
IV will be designed alongside the next MFF and the future Global Europe instrument. If binding gender 
equality targets are weakened or moved out of the external financing regulation into a softer policy 
framework, one of GAP III’s strongest accountability mechanisms could be lost. GAP IV can provide 
operational standards, but it cannot fully substitute for legally anchored targets in the external 
financing instrument. For the European Parliament, this is one of the most important institutional 
lessons of GAP III: gender equality is more likely to be protected when it is anchored not only in action 
plans, but also in financing rules, reporting requirements and democratic scrutiny mechanisms. 

GAP IV will also be tested in the harder spaces of EU external action. Gender equality is relatively more 
established in development cooperation and in social sectors. It is less firmly embedded in blending, 
guarantees, Global Gateway investments, EFSD+ operations, private-sector partnerships, security 
cooperation and crisis response. These areas are politically and financially central to the EU’s current 
external action agenda. If gender equality remains weaker there, it risks becoming marginal precisely 
where the EU’s strategic leverage is growing. GAP IV could therefore give particular attention to 
investment modalities, requiring gender-responsive due diligence, sex-disaggregated results, gender 
expertise, safeguards, consultation with women’s rights organisations and accountability for financial 
institutions and implementing partners. The same applies to the relationship between GAP IV and the 
renewed EU Women, Peace and Security Action Plan. Maintaining a specialised WPS framework has 
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value, but overlapping frameworks can create fragmented mandates, indicators and responsibilities 
unless they are closely aligned. GAP IV could therefore ensure that WPS remains both visible as a 
specialised agenda and integrated into the wider external-action results architecture. 

The study also shows that GAP IV could make stronger use of the third strand of the EU’s approach: 
political and policy dialogue. GAP III increased the visibility of gender equality in dialogue with 
governments, civil society and multilateral actors, but the link between dialogue and programming 
remains uneven. This is partly an internal coordination challenge. Gender equality dialogue will only 
have leverage if political sections, cooperation sections, sector teams, Delegations, EEAS headquarters 
and Commission services share information and connect diplomatic priorities to financing and 
programming decisions. GAP IV could treat political dialogue not as a separate diplomatic activity, but 
as part of the implementation chain. Dialogues on gender equality, SRHR, WPS, civic space, WEE or 
legal reform could be linked more explicitly to programming decisions, budget support, Team Europe 
Initiatives, Global Gateway investments and monitoring frameworks. 

In the current political context, support for gender equality is not only a technical programming 
question but also a political responsibility grounded in the EU’s treaty commitments, human-rights 
obligations and external-action values. WROs are another decisive test. GAP III has increased support 
to WROs and feminist movements, and this is important in a context of shrinking civic space and global 
backlash. Yet the scale of direct support remains small compared with the overall volume of gender-
marked EU external action. The evidence reviewed in this study, including the GAP IV consultation 
feedback, shows that WROs are not only stakeholders to be consulted. They are implementing 
partners, sources of gender expertise, accountability actors, democratic-resilience actors and rights-
holders’ representatives. GAP IV could therefore move from consultation to funded partnership, with 
more direct, flexible, multiannual and accessible support for local and grassroots organisations. 

Finally, GAP IV could treat institutional capacity as a core implementation condition. GAP III has 
strengthened the gender architecture inside EU external action, but the system still depends too much 
on individual commitment, under-resourced GFPs and uneven management support. Gender equality 
cannot be carried by focal points alone. The “EU leads by example” pillar should therefore remain 
central under GAP IV but be interpreted less as an internal visibility commitment and more as an 
institutional accountability commitment. Heads of Delegation, Heads of Cooperation, political sections, 
sector teams and investment teams need clear responsibilities for operationalising gender equality. 
Without senior management ownership, training and focal-point networks risk becoming supportive 
tools rather than drivers of institutional change. GAP IV could define clearer responsibilities for 
management, sector teams, investment teams, political sections, implementing partners and financial 
institutions. It could also make gender expertise more systematic in quality assurance, performance 
management, procurement, monitoring and evaluation. 

For the European Parliament, GAP IV also offers an opportunity to follow up systematically on its own 
2022 recommendations, many of which remain only partially implemented. These include public and 
accessible CLIPs, stronger funding for women’s rights organisations, mandatory training, adequately 
resourced gender expertise, clearer baselines and targets, and euro-visible tracking of gender 
expenditure. GAP IV should therefore be treated not only as a Commission and EEAS policy framework, 
but also as an instrument for democratic scrutiny. 

The overall conclusion is therefore clear. GAP III has helped normalise gender equality in EU external 
action. GAP IV could make it more politically resilient, financially traceable and institutionally 
enforceable. Its added value would lie not in replacing GAP III’s agenda, but in closing the gap between 
ambition, funding, implementation, results and accountability. 
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 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 
The European Parliament could use the GAP IV and post-2027 financing debates to focus on the 
following priorities. 

1. Protect a binding twin-track target architecture in the post-2027 external financing framework 

The Parliament could seek to preserve legally anchored gender equality targets in the next Global 
Europe instrument, rather than relying only on GAP IV or general mainstreaming language. At minimum, 
it could defend the current logic of a high mainstreaming target combined with a separate target for 
actions where gender equality is the principal objective. It could also open a debate on a more ambitious 
G2 target and on a dedicated minimum share for women’s rights organisations and feminist 
movements. 

2. Make gender budgeting euro visible 

The Parliament could request annual reporting not only on the number or share of gender-marked 
actions, but also on commitments and payments in euros by G0, G1 and G2 marker, instrument, region, 
sector and modality. This could include separate reporting on NDICI/Global Europe, IPA, CFSP, 
humanitarian action, Global Gateway, EFSD+, blending and guarantees. Such reporting would allow 
Parliament to assess whether gender equality is financially prioritised or only widely referenced. 

3. Make G1 mainstreaming more consequential 

The Parliament could call for GAP IV to define minimum quality standards for actions marked G1. A G1 
action could be expected to show: a gender analysis, a gender equality objective or expected result, a 
budget line, activity or implementation arrangement supporting that result, sex-disaggregated and 
gender-specific indicators, and a clear accountability mechanism. This would help prevent marker 
inflation and distinguish meaningful mainstreaming from superficial inclusion. 

4. Turn G0 justification into an accountability tool 

The Parliament could request systematic public reporting on G0 actions, including by sector, region, 
instrument and implementing modality. It could ask the Commission and EEAS to explain how gender 
analysis informed the decision to classify an action as not targeting gender equality. This would allow 
scrutiny of sectors where gender equality is systematically treated as irrelevant and would strengthen 
the “comply or explain” logic introduced under GAP III. 

5. Put Global Gateway, EFSD+, blending and guarantees at the centre of GAP IV scrutiny 

The Parliament could require a dedicated GAP IV section on gender equality in investment-oriented 
external action. This could cover ex ante gender analysis, gender-responsive due diligence, safeguards, 
consultation with WROs and affected communities, sex-disaggregated employment and beneficiary 
data, gender indicators in results frameworks, and reporting obligations for implementing partners and 
financial institutions. 

6. Strengthen direct, flexible and long-term support to women’s rights organisations 

The Parliament could call for a measurable commitment to fund WROs, feminist movements and 
women-led organisations, including local and grassroots actors. This could include dedicated funding 
windows, simplified procedures, core funding, multiannual support, smaller grant mechanisms and 
protection for women human rights defenders. Parliament could also insist that consultation with 
WROs does not substitute for funding them as strategic partners. 
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7. Connect political dialogue to programming and financing 

The Parliament could ask EU Delegations to report not only whether gender equality dialogues took 
place, but also how they influenced programming, policy reform, budget support, Global Gateway 
investments, Team Europe Initiatives or funding decisions. This would make the third strand of GAP III’s 
approach — political and policy dialogue — more operational and more accountable. It could also ask 
that Delegations report how political sections, cooperation sections and sector teams coordinate 
around gender equality priorities, so that political dialogue, sector dialogue and financing decisions 
reinforce each other rather than operate in parallel. 

8. Improve results reporting and outcome indicators 

The Parliament could request a more usable GAP IV results framework with a limited number of 
common indicators for each thematic area, complemented by country- and sector-specific indicators. 
These indicators could move beyond participation and access to capture changes in rights, control over 
resources, institutional accountability, safety, decision-making power, social norms and the capacity of 
WROs. Parliament could also ask for stronger use of evaluations, impact assessments and Results-
Oriented Monitoring. This could include more systematic gender-responsive evaluations and impact 
assessments, so that ex ante gender analysis is complemented by ex post learning on what actually 
changed and why. The results framework could also better reflect the human-rights-based approach 
by tracking participation, non-discrimination, accountability, rights-holder voice and duty-bearer 
responsibility, rather than relying mainly on beneficiary counts. 

9. Make CLIPs more strategic, public and connected to programming 

The Parliament could call for CLIPs to be regularly updated, publicly available where politically feasible, 
translated where useful for local stakeholders, and linked to Multiannual Indicative Programmes, Team 
Europe Initiatives, political dialogue and monitoring. It could also request updated GCPs and sectoral 
gender analysis for all priority sectors, including Global Gateway sectors. Parliament could also ask that 
CLIPs include minimum standards for participation by partner governments, Member States, civil 
society and WROs, and that they show how priorities are followed up in programming, political dialogue 
and Team Europe coordination. 

10. Treat institutional capacity as a condition for implementation 

The Parliament could request clearer mandates, protected time and seniority for GFPs, as well as 
systematic gender-responsive leadership training for Heads of Delegation, Heads of Cooperation and 
relevant managers. It could also call for sector-specific training for staff working on investment, 
digitalisation, climate, trade, security, humanitarian action and budget support. Gender equality 
objectives could be integrated into quality assurance, procurement, contracts and staff performance 
systems. Parliament could emphasise that gender equality should be a management responsibility, not 
a task delegated primarily to GFPs. Heads of Delegation, Heads of Cooperation and relevant managers 
could be asked to demonstrate how gender equality objectives are reflected in programming decisions, 
quality assurance, staff responsibilities and performance systems. 

11. Preserve the six thematic priorities while updating them for the current political context 

The Parliament could support the continuation of GAP III’s six thematic areas, while asking GAP IV to 
sharpen their implementation. GBV and SRHR could be treated as central priorities in the context of 
anti-rights backlash. WPS could be more closely aligned with the renewed EU WPS Action Plan and 
humanitarian action. Economic empowerment could give stronger attention to care, decent work, social 
protection and redistribution. Green and digital transitions could be framed not only around access and 
skills, but also around power, safety, AI bias, online violence, climate governance and control over 
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resources. Parliament could ask the Commission and EEAS to ensure that GAP IV and the renewed EU 
WPS Action Plan use compatible indicators, reporting channels and responsibilities, to avoid 
fragmentation between gender equality, security, humanitarian and peacebuilding frameworks. 

12. Use Parliament’s 2022 resolution as an accountability benchmark 

The Parliament could systematically compare GAP IV with the recommendations it already made in 
2022. Several of those recommendations remain only partly implemented, including public CLIPs, 
stronger funding for WROs, mandatory gender training, full-time gender expertise, clearer baselines 
and targets, and euro-visible tracking of gender spending. Parliament could use hearings, written 
questions, budgetary scrutiny, discharge procedures and implementation reports to follow up these 
unresolved points. 

13. Monitor backlash and contestation as part of GAP IV implementation 

The Parliament could ask the Commission and EEAS to treat anti-gender mobilisation, shrinking civic 
space, attacks on SRHR, online violence and threats against feminist actors as implementation risks for 
GAP IV. This would allow the EU to move beyond technical mainstreaming and recognise that gender 
equality in external action is increasingly a political and democratic-resilience issue. 

14. Ensure that GAP IV remains connected to democratic scrutiny 

The Parliament could request annual GAP IV implementation reporting that is sufficiently detailed for 
parliamentary scrutiny. This could include reporting on financing, results, WRO funding, G0 
justifications, Global Gateway and EFSD+ gender performance, political dialogue follow-up, and 
progress against Parliament’s own recommendations. In this way, GAP IV could become not only a 
Commission and EEAS implementation framework, but also a stronger instrument of democratic 
accountability. 
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