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Abstract The first goal of this special issue is to showcase francophone cuttingedge research on the implementation and practice of gender equality policy that uses
qualitative tools of comparison in the analysis of equal employment policy implementation in France and Canada, including Quebec. Its second goal is to highlight
the methodological and theoretical contributions the articles in the special issue
make to research and theory-building on gender equality policy inside and outside of
France. Ultimately, therefore, the special issue aims to advance the larger scholarly
agenda of Comparative Gender Equality Policy Studies, a new international field of
study within the purview of policy studies and political science.
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This special issue is the result of the convergence of two developments in the study
of gender equality policy in postindustrial democracies. In the summer of 2016,
the Institut Emilie du Châtelet held a two-day international conference on discrimination, equality and policy action in a multidisciplinary perspective, “Agir pour
l’égalité”, with 25 research papers presented in French.1 The team that put together
the conference sought to hold an international meeting that brought together francophone and non-French researchers to discuss their work on public action designed
to eliminate gender and non-gender-based-discrimination, e.g., discrimination based
on race, ethnicity, religion, disability and sexual orientation.2 Indeed, both feminist and non feminist historical studies in France had highlighted how dominated
groups, like women, sexual, racial, ethnic and religious minorities, were excluded
from the political process of framing equality. Social movements, scientific research
and public policy inside and outside of France have all contributed to the theorization of notions of equal opportunity, parity, discrimination and the development of
diverse stratgies of action that promote a passage to real equality.
In this perspective, the Paris conference sought to attract scholars who focused on
policies and strategies that promoted equality and non discrimination through gender equality alone, or in tandem with other vectors of inequalities, and included a
full range of policy tools- incentives, sanctions, equal treatment or positive/affirmative action—as a product of different cultural and/or institutional settings. The four
research articles on Canada and France that follow were originally presented at this
conference. Thus, these papers were delivered in the context of an effort to build
a bridge between the often-separate worlds of feminist and non-feminist studies to
tackle the thorny issues of persistent social inequalities and deep-seated discriminations in an intersectional perspective.3
Around the same time Paris conference, scholars working in the area of Comparative Gender Equality Policy Studies inside and outside of France increasingly called
for more studies that focused on the stages of policy process that follow-on after
a policy decision is taken—implementation, evaluation and policy impact (Mazur
2017; Blofield and Haas 2013; Engeli and Mazur 2018). They argued that a systematic comparative approach to the study of the crucial processes of “post adoption”
was necessary to develop sound theory and understanding about the dynamics and

1
For more on the Institute and the 2016 Conference go to http://www.institutemilieduchatelet.org/collo
ques-2?y=2016. Many thanks are due to the IEC for providing the funding for the translation of the four
articles as well as to Sylvie Blumenkrantz, the General Secretary of the Institut Emilie du Châtelet, for
the precious help she has given us all along in producing this special issue.
2
The team included Jacqueline Laufer, a sociologist, Yannick L’Horty, an economist, Catherine Louveau, a sociologist from STAPS, Frédérique Pigeyre, a specialist in management science, Florence
Rochefort, a historian, Daniel Sabbagh, a political scientist, Patrick Simon, a sociologist and demographer.
3
The relatively new concept of intersectionality, also referred to as gender equality +, contains the
notion that systems of gender discrimination are interwoven with other systems of discrimination and
inequality based on ethnicity, race, class, culture, religion and sexual orientation. It has increasingly
become an essential analytical tool in gender studies. For the most recent comparative work on policy
and intersectionality see the special issue edited by Lombardo et al. (2017).
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determinants of the full range of gender equality policies across all sectors, in their
full intersectional complexity in post industrial democracies.
The editors of this special issue, two French gender and policy scholars—Jacqueline Laufer and Frédérique Pigeyre and one US-based comparative gender policy
scholar who also works on French policy—Amy Mazur—selected four papers from
the 2016 Conference that conducted detailed analyses, over-time of the implementation and practice of a key sector of gender equality policy—equal employment—
with multi-level and comparative perspectives in France and Canada (Quebec).
All four papers, translated from French into English for the special issue, represent cutting-edge research on gender, discrimination, intersectionality and public
policy from the francophone scholarly world—both French and Canadian; research
which is often not translated into English for an international audience. As Mazur
and Revillard (2015) recently articulated, more French-language research needs to
be translated in order to promote a better integration between francophone and nonfrancophone scholars and to better advance the international agenda for comparative
gender equality policy studies. At the same time, an important internationalizing
trend has already been on the rise among many francophone scholars who work on
France in gender policy studies through their participation in international conferences and publication in English-language venues (Ibid). This special issue, therefore, also provides an unprecedented opportunity to strengthen the dialog between
French and English-language research on gender equality policy, particularly given
that the lingua franca for Comparative Gender Equality Policy Studies is predominantly English. Thus, the Francophone gender policy analyses that follow have
much to offer Comparative Gender Policy Studies in the context of the new field’s
turn toward implementation studies, and, these articles are no exception.
The first article, by Amy Mazur, Jacqueline Laufer and Frédérique Pigeyre, discusses the scientific opportunities for comparison the four research articles offer,
identifies the three pathways to achieving gender equality in equal employment policy implementation from the study of equal employment implementation in Canada
and France, and raises key research issues that come out of the comparative analysis
of the six cases of policy implementation in the two countries. The next two articles focus on France at both the national and sub-national levels. Jacqueline Laufer
examines the implementation of French national policy on equal employment or
“égalité professionnelle”—equal pay, equal opportunity and positive action—since
the first piece of legislation was adopted in 1972 to the present. Cécile Talbot then
moves to the sub-national level by making a detailed analysis of the implementation
of regional gender equality policy in paid employment from 2010 to 2015. Given
France’s membership in the European Union and the highly active EU policy on
equal employment (Jacquot 2015), the EU supranational level and actors are necessarily included in both France-based analyses. Next, Louise Boivin assesses equal
employment policy implementation at the sub-national level; this time in the context
of Canada’s federal system in the province of Quebec, from the adoption of the pay
equity act in 1996 to the present. In the last article, Chantal Maillé conducts a multilevel analysis in Canada to determine to what degree intersectionality has been taken
into account in gender-based policy analysis in the arena of employment by the federal government and in Quebec.
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It is important to note that Comparative Public Policy and Politics research treats
adjacent topics of policy change and implementation in democracies with typically
no reference to this emerging feminist field of study despite the clear commonalities
and overlaps (Mazur 2017; Mazur and Hoard 2014). Thus, this special issue also
contributes to the better integration of gender-specific and gender-blind studies.
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Abstract This article reflects on Quebec’s Pay Equity Act, which has been in force
for more than 20 years. I examine the limited effects of the implementation of this
proactive measure. I also express some doubts as to the attainment of pay equity
within businesses. Without denying the law’s potential for change, my observations
show that the Pay Equity Act is struggling to redress the wage gap in men’s favor
and to increase professional equality for women.
Keywords Pay Equity Act · Equal pay for work of comparable worth · Proactive
measure · Estimate and compare predominantly male and female job categories ·
Redress discriminatory wage gap
Like other Canadian provinces, in 1996, Quebec passed a Loi sur l’équité salariale (Pay Equity Act). This piece of legislation requires management in both public
and private companies to take proactive measures to redress the discriminatory wage
gap that prevail in compensation structures. The measures consist in evaluating and
comparing job categories within each company that are predominantly female and
those that are predominantly male, and to make sure that the wage rates attributed
to each adhere to the principle of “equal pay for substantially equal work,” or “comparable worth.” It should be specified that a Pay Equity Commission is in charge of
overseeing compliance with the law in companies that are subject to it, i.e., those
with at least 10 employees.
Translated from the French by: Regan Kramer.
* Louise Boivin
boivinlouise7@gmail.com
1

Faculté de science politique et de droit, Université du Québec à Montréal (UQAM), 400, rue
Ste‑Catherine est, Montréal, QC H2L 2C5, Canada
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Ethics were built into the Pay Equity Act right from the start, because its stated
goal is based on the fundamental right to equality between men and women that has
been enshrined for over 40 years in Quebec’s Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms.1 If we refer to the American philosopher Nancy Fraser’s “two-dimensional”
theory of social justice, implementation of that legislation could modify social
relationships between the sexes insofar as income redistribution between men and
women is paired with the transformation of models of cultural appreciation reflecting sex-based status hierarchies (Fraser 2005: 139).2
It is, however, within places of employment that pay equity must be achieved.
That is to say, it is at the very heart of preexisting workplace relations and in the
very place where discrimination toward the female workforce is actualized—as traditionally “female” and traditionally “male” jobs, which tend to belong to different
employment categories, are usually treated according to distinctly different logics in
order to establish pay rates. One can, therefore, imagine that those responsible for
putting the law into practice (employers and unions) have to face some difficulties in
complying with the legislation, which calls the values and practices of the world of
work into question. What is more, if we refer to the theory of the British sociologist
Anthony Giddens (1987), who invites us to see the actualization of social change in
the practices of concerned parties and not only in the simple fact of passing a law,
the relevant priority is then to focus on pay equity processes within businesses. That
raises the following question: to what extent can the processes carried out in businesses in order to comply with the Equity Pay Act constitute a motor for change
leading to increased professional equality for women?
In light of an analysis performed for my doctoral thesis (Boivin 2015),3 I will
start by assessing the concept of equity as a corrective measure for sexist discrimination. I will then propose several elements of reflection concerning the limited
effects of the implementation of that piece of legislation, which has generated a plurality of processes. I will also express some doubts as to the attainment of pay equity
within businesses in Quebec. In conclusion, I will provide some precise information
about the progress achieved in terms of women’s professional equality following the
implementation of Quebec’s Pay Equity Act.
1
Quebec’s Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms was adopted in 1975. Articles 10 and 19 are about
the right to equality. Hence, according to Article 10 of the Charter, every person has a right to full and
equal recognition and exercise of human rights and freedoms, without distinction, exclusion or preference based on race, color, sex, etc. As for Article 19, it concerns pay equity more specifically and is
phrased as follows: “Every employer must, without discrimination, grant equal salary or wages to the
members of his personnel who perform equivalent work at the same place”.
2
Fraser (2005: 82) envisages redistribution and recognition as two dimensions of justice that are not
reducible to each other, because in real life, different axes of oppression are intertwined and interdependent, or even simultaneous, particularly in the case of oppression based on sex. She also proposes an
“alternative strategy” relying on “non-reformist reforms”, i.e., reforms that aim to trigger transformation
in the statutory order, not only directly, through change in the institutional features they explicitly target,
but also politically, by altering the terrain on which later struggles will be waged (Ibid.: 33).
3
Resulting from direct immersion in organizational settings and in-depth interaction with concerned
parties in various businesses in the context of my professional practice, my analysis of pay equity processes was aimed at unlocking new avenues of reflection concerning the scope and effects of applying the
Pay Equity Act.
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Redressing sexist discrimination
With reference to the principle of equal opportunity that had obtained widespread
approval in the liberal democracies,4 and in the wake of demands from social and
feminist movements,5 since the 1970s, public action concerning professional equality between the sexes began to focus more and more on fighting discrimination.
“Positive action”6 policies were the first to be put into effect in order to boost access
to more highly skilled and better-paid positions for disadvantaged groups, and to
offer specific, preferential treatment for individuals belonging to targeted groups that
are discriminated against, particularly racial minorities and women. By facilitating
access to employment, positive action aims to restore equal opportunity, which is
compromised by discriminatory practices. Rather than favoring uniformity, positive
action in fact implies treating each individual in their specificity and according to
their needs.
Although it is both uneven and unfinished, the implementation of positive
action policies did enable a certain number of women to get around the “inequality regimes” stemming from the “glass ceiling” (Acker 2009).7 But those policies
did reveal the systemic nature of sexist discrimination.8 Without being limited to
individual behaviors reflecting discriminatory intent, systemic discrimination refers
to situations of inequality resulting from seemingly neutral institutional practices
that actually have prejudicial effects, whether intentional or not (Chicha-Pontbriand
1989: 85).9 Thus, we acknowledge that sexist discrimination has a unique character,

4

The notion of equal opportunity appeared for the first time at the 26th Conference of the International
Labor Organization (ILO), which took place on May 10, 1944, in Philadelphia, PA. The notion would
be elaborated upon in the ILO’s Convention 111, adopted in 1958, which connects the struggle against
discrimination to equal opportunity, as well as in the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women, of December 18, 1979. See Eddy Lee (1994). La Déclaration de Philadelphie: rétrospective et prospective. Revue internationale du Travail, 133 (4).
5
This refers to actions and demands stemming from second-wave feminism and from the Black minority’s struggle for civil rights in the 1960s.
6
The term “positive action” covers a range of concepts: “Affirmative Action” (USA), “positive discrimination” (France), “employment equity” (Canada), “equal access to employment” (Quebec).
7
The expression “glass ceiling” came into common use to describe the phenomenon of vertical segregation in professional environments after it was used in a 1986 article in the Wall Street Journal. It refers
to the barriers that exclude women from the highest ranks of most organizations, particularly “executive management” and “intellectual” positions (those that require a college degree). See I.L.O. (2004):
“Breaking through the Glass Ceiling: Women in Management”. For a critique of positive-action policies
in the USA., see Mouna Viprey (2005): “La politique d’affirmative action;” Chronique internationale
de l’IRES, No. 93, March; Joan Scott (2002), “L’énigme de l’égalité,” (original title: The Conundrum of
Equality) Cahiers du genre, No. 33, p. 17.
8
In Quebec, the 1987 Supreme Court decision in Action-Travail des femmes v. Canadian National Railway Company (CN) confirmed the legitimacy of the struggle against “systemic discrimination” against
women as well as the company’s being required to take positive-action measures in their favor (CSF
1993: 19; David 1986: 295).
9
According to the International Labor Office (2003: 15), discrimination in employment and occupation
is defined as treating people “differently and less favorably because of certain characteristics, such as
their sex, the color of their skin or their religion, political beliefs or social origins, irrespective of their
merit or the requirements of the job.”
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in that it not only creates a “barrier effect” but in fact functions as an “organizing
principle of society” (Varikas 2004: 54). In other words, we recognize the prevalence of a gendered division of labor that is actualized on the job market through
professional segregation by sex based on two principles, the division between women’s work and men’s work, and a hierarchy between them: “men’s work is worth
more than women’s” (Kergoat 2010: 64).10
Equality and equity
Although both words imply a comparison between two terms or situations, the concepts of equity and equality are not synonymous. Equality describes a uniform,
undifferentiated treatment and implies objectivity, impartiality and neutrality (equal
pay for equal work). Equity, on the other hand, calls more on subjectivity by including the concepts of difference, equivalency, proportion and value judgment, and by
introducing moderating factors (equal pay for equivalent work). In this way, without
eliminating the mechanisms of professional segregation that are the basis of employment discrimination against women, pay equity makes it possible to counter their
effects on wages.
As the philosopher Renaut (2007: 41–42) has explained, it still means advancing in a dynamic of equality, but in the form of an equivalence within a recognized
difference. After having “worked toward erasing differences, the equality objective leads us to problematize the status of differences once again,” but this time,
by clearly demanding a value, which has to be thought of in terms of equal value
or equivalence. So, the debate is shifted and reoriented toward theories of justice,
which no longer advocate for complete egalitarianism, but aim instead for equalizing according to certain parameters. Hence not all inequalities are targeted, but
only those distinctions or differences in treatment that are considered illegitimate or
illegal because of recognized rights to equality, and whose effect is to compromise a
person’s right to equality.
Policies aiming for equal pay for work of equal worth
The principle of equal compensation for men and women for work of equal worth
has been recognized as a fundamental right since 1951. The principle had been
introduced into rights charters and directives adopted by successive governments.11

10
More precisely, “professional (or hierarchical) segregation” is used to describe the over-representation
of women at certain levels of the professional hierarchy and the fact that they do not (or very rarely)
reach the highest rungs in the hierarchy, because of the “glass ceiling.” “Horizontal segregation” refers to
women’s concentration in certain sectors, which are often undervalued in terms of wages as compared to
those dominated by men (Vincent 2013). See also Fortin and Huberman (2002).
11
For the text of the International Labor Organization’s Convention No. 100, adopted in 1951, see:
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C100;
see also Council Directive 75/117/EEC of February 10, 1975: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/
LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31975L0117:EN:HTML
or
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/?uri=celex:31975L0117.
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But starting in the 1980s, both social activism and public action have focused more
and more on applying the principle of equal pay for work of equal worth in order to
redress the discrimination integrated into companies’ wage structures.
The way in which the principle is applied differs depending on national contexts,
due to institutional particularities in the fields of labor and employment. The French
and Swedish systems of labor relations and wage determination combine centralized, sectorial and local components, while the British, American and Canadian systems are much more decentralized (Daly et al. 2006; Blau and Kahn 1996, 2000).
In addition, in European countries, the policies implemented refer to the notion of
equal compensation rather than to pay equity, as they do in the USA and Canada,
two countries where job evaluation systems have been established, and often negotiated, for decades. Finally, except for Quebec’s law about pay equity, very few policies referring to equal compensation for men and women are of a binding nature.12
Hence in France, the principle of equal compensation for “the same work or work
of equal value” was enshrined in the labor code in 1972. But the first law specifically
referring to equal treatment for men and women in the workplace was adopted in
1983. That law, known as the Roudy Act, lists different forms of discrimination and
establishes means of recourse for employees in order to ensure truly equal opportunity for women.13 Management is required first to assess the situation and then
to compare women’s and men’s jobs according to various criteria, including the
qualifications required and the working conditions, in order to determine which jobs
are of equal value (CESE 2012: 12; IGAS 2013: 18). However, as it lacks coercive
measures, the Roudy Act is rarely complied with.
Therefore, in 2001, the Génisson Act14 was enacted in order to make negotiating
professional equality mandatory, both in individual companies and at the level of
each industrial sector. It would be followed in 2004 by an Accord national interprofessionnel (National Inter-Professional Agreement) concluded between the concerned parties (employers and unions) in which employers agreed to reexamine their
classifications and evaluation criteria every 5 years in order to reduce the wage gap
between men and women. In March, 2006, a law aiming to foster equal treatment
for men and women required employers to negotiate annually. Evidence of measures
taken is also required on a predetermined schedule (Law No. 2006-240). Then in
2010, a mechanism was established for imposing financial sanctions on companies
with more than 50 employees that do not comply with the various negotiation obligations (IGAS 2013, p. 19; CESE 2012, p. 13).
Finally, in 2014, a new policy for equality between women and men was
enacted in order to integrate the gender-equality objective into all fields of action.
As the drafters of the bill emphasize (Lépinard and Lieber 2015: 9), despite a
12
In a study done with the International Labor Office in 2006, the economist Marie-Thérèse Chicha
compared two different types of proactive systems of pay equity. According to her analysis, only the
model used in Quebec and Sweden pairs equal opportunity with equal results, requiring employers to do
a pay equity audit.
13
The “Roudy Act” was sponsored by Yvette Roudy, Minister of Women’s Rights from 1981 to 1985.
14
The name “Génisson Act” refers to a report by Catherine Génisson about professional equality
between men and women, which was submitted to the Prime Minister in July, 1999.
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not-insignificant legislative framework, the implementation of gender-equality policy seems to be both irregular and variable over time, depending on different governments’ and concerned parties’ political resolve. It should be added that the laws
passed call for voluntary efforts and self-regulation by the concerned parties rather
than by imposing sanctions.
In the USA, the Paycheck Fairness Act—a proposed replacement for the Equal
Pay Act, which was enacted in the 1960s—has yet to be passed, despite having been
introduced to Congress repeatedly.15 Nevertheless, since the late 1970s, pay equity
has become an important issue in labor relations and collective bargaining processes
in several cities (Watkins 1994: 7) as well as a good number of states. The term used
there is “comparable worth.” Following demands by unionized female public-sector
employees, pay equity measures have been taken in almost half of the fifty states,
including Minnesota, Oregon and Washington.16 Nevertheless, the orientation and
procedures enacted differ widely from one state to the next, meaning that the results
in terms of wage adjustments vary greatly (Hartmann and Aaronson 1994: 81; Watkins 1994).17 It should be pointed out that the corrective measures taken are quite
limited in most states (Killingsworth 2002: 18; Watkins 1994). While job evaluation
may seem to be a necessary tool for identifying wage discrimination (Ryan 1984),
audits may also be problematic insofar as they are often very much under the control
of management, via specialized consulting firms (Hallock 2000: 40).18
In Canada, the pay equity situation varies depending on the context: private
firms, or bodies under federal or provincial jurisdiction. At the federal level, substantial research was carried out in the 2000s, following an assessment by the Canadian Human Rights Commission. A report published in 2004 by the Pay Equity
Task Force, a working group appointed by the federal government, recommended
enacting new legislation and establishing a proactive pay equity model to replace
the complaint-based system in existence. However, in 2009, and against the Task
Force’s recommendations, the Canadian government passed the Public Service
Equitable Compensation Act. Presented as a more efficient method for dealing with
the issue of equal pay for work of equal worth, pay equity was defined as a subject
for collective bargaining that had to take the ways companies establish compensation into account.19

15

See Mercat-Bruns (2011: 117) and following; National Women’s Law Center (2014).
Over twenty states had implemented pay equity programs by 1989 (Hartmann and Aaronson 1994: 69;
Watkins 1994: 6).
17
In the state of Washington, the method used was developed by a firm called Wyatt; in the Minnesota,
it was the Hay method.
18
To get an idea of the contradictions and problems encountered in the various pay equity measures and
approaches in these different states, see the analysis of the state of Oregon (Hallock 2000).
19
The liberal government led by Justin Trudeau, elected in 2015, has, however, promised to present legislation in 2018 requiring employers in federally regulated workplaces to apply pay equity between men
and women.
16
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On the other hand, since the mid-1980s, most Canadian provinces have favored a
proactive approach to pay equity.20 Nevertheless, the measures put into place differ
as to their formulation and scope. Only Ontario’s and Quebec’s legislation addresses
both the public and the private sectors. In 1987, Ontario became the first province
to adopt a proactive law aimed at the entire employment market. Quebec used the
Ontario law (Pay Equity Act) as a model for drafting its law.

Implementing Quebec’s Law: delays and a plurality of processes
Unanimously passed by the National Assembly of Quebec on November 21, 1996,
the Pay Equity Act specifically addresses the issue of wage discrimination on the
basis of sex. Many feminists had high hopes for putting this new legal tool into
effect. Enacting the Law seemed to be tantamount to ushering in a new era in terms
of eliminating the wage discrimination against women that is the result of underevaluating predominantly female jobs (Chicha 2002: 85).
According to Chicha (2006: 9), Quebec’s law constitutes an exemplary model,
“because both the approved means and the target objective are directly related to the
issue of wage discrimination.” This proactive model includes a “structured, sequential and precise approach containing the essential elements for identifying wage discrimination,” (Ibid: 24). Chicha concludes that the presence of certain conditions
is indissociable with improving corporate culture and guaranteeing the success of
pay equity programs: the mandatory nature of the laws—the only way to obtain a
significant degree of compliance; the support of a specialized administrative body
like the Pay Equity Commission to oversee companies and make sure they are in
compliance; clear norms and evaluation methodology concerning pay equity, involving employees and unions in the process leading to pay equity, and the development
of pay equity plans adapted to the needs of each specific workplace.
Yet, the results of the Pay Equity Act, which has been longer and more difficult
to implement than was foreseen, have been somewhat disappointing for the time
being. The sustained dialectic between the different parties in charge of carrying it
out (employers, unions, feminist groups and the government) has clearly contributed
to these lackluster results.21 The dialectic has in fact led to a certain amount of fiddling with the wording and the introduction of various derogations and loopholes
that have in turn led to a certain amount of confusion and ambiguity. It must be
noted that right from the start, during the very first discussions in the early 1990s,
the concerned parties agreed to adaptable terms so as to leave employers as much

20

For more information, see: National Association of Women and the Law (www.nawl.ca); Groupe de
travail (2004); England and Gad (2002); Julien Judgment (2004), annexes 11 and 12—CanLII 656 (QC
CS).
21
In Quebec, the notions of dialogue and partnership are well known and well established, particularly
when it comes to employment and workforce skills development. All concerned parties are members of
the Labour Market Partners Commission, a provincial consultation body that brings together representatives of both business and labor, as well as education, community and governmental organizations (https
://www.cpmt.gouv.qc.ca/organisation/index_en.asp).
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flexibility as possible and “not to impose too great an administrative burden” on
small companies (Chicha and Carpentier 1991: 43).
Hence, it was agreed to modulate employers’ obligations according to the size of
their company.22 In theory, modulating obligations may seem to facilitate compliance with the law. In practice, however, this provision actually requires employers
to analyze a large number of elements of their company’s situation before taking
steps toward pay equity. In addition, the absence of obligation for smaller companies
introduced an awkward vagueness regarding employers’ responsibilities. It creates
the false impression that it is possible to estimate discriminatory wage gaps without
first identifying male-predominant or female-predominant job categories, and without carrying out an evaluation of those categories.23 When in fact, for every business—from large firms with hundreds of employees to small companies with fewer
than 50, job-category evaluation is the prerequisite for achieving pay equity.24
In addition to seeking flexibility, representatives of employer organizations
showed tremendous reticence—one might even say resistance—in regard to this proactive piece of legislation. They have repeatedly described it as a coercive measure
that hobbles their entrepreneurial freedom and that is not adapted to the organizational reality of most of Quebec’s businesses. A good number of small businesses
did in fact drag their feet about complying with the law, and many even waited until
the 2009 amendments before performing the pay equity audits that had been mandatory since 2001.25
Large employers, including the government of Quebec, have also shown exemplary resistance to complying with the law. Hence, in 1997, as soon as the law came
into effect, nearly 200 managers of large private companies and public enterprises
tried to get their job-evaluation plans—which had been established before the law
was enacted—recognized as pay equity programs, based on provisions in chapter IX

22
Companies with 100 or more employees must imperatively establish a pay equity program in four
successive steps, as well as setting up a joint steering committee in order to realize the equity audit. In
companies with 50–99 employees, employers also have to complete an equity program, but they are not
required to set up a committee, unless a union requests it. As for companies with fewer than 50 employees, who tend not to be unionized, employers’ obligations are limited to determining the necessary wage
adjustments.
23
The concept of a job “category” refers to one or more jobs with similar qualifications and responsibilities, as well as the same compensation (hourly wage or pay scale) (art. 54). As for job evaluation, the
law leaves the choice of method and approach up to the employer or the pay equity committee. It also
spells out certain conditions concerning how to go about comparing predominantly female and male job
categories and demonstrating the female and male features of the jobs in question, as well as specifying
to four key factors: the qualifications required, the responsibilities accepted, the effort required and the
conditions in which the work is performed (articles 56 and following).
24
Granted, for small companies, the difficulties associated with performing an evaluating audit in a
pay equity perspective should not be minimized. Unlike larger firms, which already have job-evaluation
systems in place, management in small companies must first become familiar with the technique before
being able to apply it. It is worth pointing out that in the early 2000s, the Pay Equity Commission produced various tools to assist them: guides, online and brick-and-mortar training courses, and video presentations.
25
The 2009 amendments gave a deadline extension to employers who were behind schedule in complying with the original law.

Quebec’s Pay Equity Act: Significant progress toward…

305

of the law.26 It was not until the Quebec Superior Court decision declaring that chapter’s unconstitutionality—which was handed down in 2004 after a judicial challenge
brought by public-sector unions—that the employers concerned agreed to establish
pay equity programs that were compliant with the law. So those programs were not
completed until several years after the deadline set in the 1996 law.
In addition, the impact of the creation—at unions’ request—of “distinct programs” in various businesses, should not be under-estimated. In 1996, before the
law was even enacted, unions representing predominantly male workforces chose
to establish programs concerning specific groups of employees within a company
rather than the “global program” that was defined in the law as being preferable.27
Admittedly, due to union plurality and the decentralized negotiation structure that
prevails in Quebec’s private sector, unions with different allegiances often coexist within the same company, which can make dialogue difficult or even impossible within the framework of a single pay equity committee. In that context, establishing “distinct programs” within a single company may facilitate realizing pay
equity audits and minimize negative repercussions on maintaining equity and on
future compensation negotiations. Nevertheless, insofar as they lead to different and
entirely hermetic equity audits within a single business, establishing these “distinct
programs” promotes piecemeal compliance with the law, while at the same time
reducing the scope of the comparisons… and, therefore, of any eventual corrective
measures affecting wages.28 Those programs also make it possible to maintain several different wage structures—based on different, or even contradictory, logics and
methods—within a single business.

Has pay equity been achieved?
The wage adjustments granted to several predominantly female job categories in
diverse sectors, and particularly the public sector, confirm the pertinence of enacting
and implementing the Pay Equity Act to replace Article 19 of Quebec’s Charter of
Human Rights and Freedoms, which was a complaint-based system.29
26
These evaluation plans are described as pay-relativity programs, meaning they are internal equity
overviews in which all of a company’s jobs and job categories are evaluated in order to establish greater
consistency in classifications and salaries. This is not performed in order to redress discriminatory wage
gaps, as in the case of pay equity programs. See Union of Public Employees of Quebec (Attorney General), 2004, CanLII 656 (QC CS).
27
From the start, Quebec’s law stated that “any employer whose business has 50 or more employees
must establish a program that is applicable to the company as a whole” (art. 10). However, at the unions’
request, an article was added stating that, at the request of an accredited organization representing company employees, the employer must establish a pay equity program that is applicable to those employees
in particular (…) (art. 11).
28
I am not referring here to the “distinct programs” aimed at groups of employees that do not include
any predominantly female categories, which led to a long judicial battle after a union filed a complaint in
2001. That suit challenged the very notion of a pay equity program, insofar as it is technically impossible
to compare predominantly female and male job categories.
29
Article 19 of the Charter, which places the burden of proof of wage discrimination on women work-
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Hence, in Quebec’s public sector, a “world of women,” where centralized negotiations on the issue of compensation were carried out, the vast majority of predominantly female job categories enjoyed a wage adjustment starting in 2006.30 It is
worth mentioning that pay equity audits in public-sector establishments and bodies
were not completed until late 2006—i.e., 5 years after the deadline established by
the law, and after the government of Quebec decreed a wage freeze for all unionized
public-sector employees.
As for the private sector, the report published by the Ministry of Labour in 2006
indicated that over 20% of predominantly female job categories received redress,
with the average for all businesses affected being 6.5% (ISQ 2009a, b; Vecerina
2005). The report did, however, also specify that barely over half of all employers had completed the mandatory pay equity audit by the established deadline. The
percentage of non-compliant employers was even higher among businesses with
fewer than 50 employees: barely over one-third of them had completed the compulsory procedures. In addition, among those employers who declared that they were
in compliance, only one-third of unionized businesses and less than one-quarter of
non-unionized businesses found discriminatory wage gaps (CES 2006: 55).
In the spring of 2017, the Pay Equity Commission31 announced that 88% of
employers having transmitted their “Annual Declaration” declared that they had performed an initial pay equity audit.32 But how can this summary information received
from employers be interpreted when one is aware of the diversity of pay equity practices—not to say their piecemeal nature—within a single establishment due to the
establishment of “distinct programs”? The information undoubtedly reveals some
trends in regard to compliance and non-compliance with the law, but it remains
insufficient for realistically judging the extent to which pay equity has been achieved
in Quebec’s businesses.
What is more, it can be clearly seen that a many female employees, particularly
those working for small businesses without unions, have yet to enjoy any benefits
from the law. There are two basic reasons for this: either their employer is not in

Footnote 29 (continued)
ers, who are required to file a complaint, is still, however, applicable for companies with fewer than 10
employers, who are not concerned by the Pay Equity Act.
30
Nurses, nurses’ aides and medical technicians obtained the highest level of redress (ISQ 2009a, b: 37).
NB: Taking the entire job market into account, the “office” group is the one that enjoyed the largest number of instances of redress.
31
It is worth noting that in early 2016, the Pay Equity Commission was combined with other labor
organisms into a larger “Labour Standards, Pay Equity and Occupational Health and Safety Commission
(CNESST) in order to found a multi-purpose labor secretariat.
32
As far back as the earliest discussions, before the law was enacted, both unions and feminist groups
had recommended that employers be obliged to produce a report at the end of the pay equity procedure
so that the law’s effective implementation could be assessed. That recommendation was not followed,
however. Instead, after the 2009 legislative amendments, a verification program would be developed by
the Pay Equity Commission alongside an “Annual Declaration” by the employer, which has been compulsory since 2011. The employer’s “Annual Declaration” form was put on line on March 31, 2011. Four
pieces of information are requested: date that the company began operations, number of employees,
whether or not pay equity has been achieved and if the maintenance evaluation has been performed, and
posting date.
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compliance with the law, or the audit that was carried out—often in an obscure way
and without consulting with the personnel—did not lead to any corrective measures.33 Because unlike larger firms, where forming a pay equity committee is mandatory, in small businesses no employee participation has been foreseen, and only
one posting is required. And even that comes at the end of a pay equity process for
which no guidelines have been established in the law.
Considering both the wide range of entrepreneurial and organizational situations,
and the flexibility left to employers as to the approach—particularly in terms of evaluating and comparing predominantly female and male job categories—it is impossible to “automatically” conclude that pay equity has been reached on the basis of
an employer’s declaration to the effect that an equity audit has been performed. And
that is not even taking into account how easily the results can be “manipulated,”
because of the essentially subjective nature of the job evaluation and the fact that
employers are not required to present any information other than a simple posting
once the audit has been completed.
Finally, in terms of the 5-year pay equity maintenance evaluation that has been
required since the 2009 revision of the law, the Pay Equity Commission points out
that less than half of all employers for whom it is compulsory to do a first evaluation declare that they have complied with that requirement. Bearing in mind that the
methods for performing the audit have been left entirely up to employers. Neither
employees’ nor their union representatives’ participation is mentioned, and wage
adjustments apply only from the date of posting the maintenance evaluation results;
there is no entitlement to retroactive adjustments.
Several unions have filed a legal complaint against the allegedly discriminatory
and unconstitutional nature of those provisions. They won both in the Superior
Court of Quebec in 2014 and in the Appellate Court in 2016. The latter court confirmed the unconstitutionality of certain articles of the law, considering that they
prevented achieving pay equity for 5 years, which contravenes both Quebec’s and
Canada’s Rights Charters.34 Finally, in May 2018, after hearing the government of
Quebec’s appeal, the Supreme Court of Canada confirms the inconstitutionality of
articles dealing with non-retroactivity of salary adjustments.

Conclusion
According to the wording of the law, the purpose of the Pay Equity Act is to
redress the wage gaps that prevail in workplaces between jobs that are predominantly done by women and those that are predominantly done by men, and whose
value is the same or comparable. The Pay Equity Act can be seen as a social

33
In 2017, consulting agencies were still receiving requests for assistance in performing initial pay
equity audits.
34
See: Alliance du personnel professionnel et technique de la santé et des services sociaux c Québec
(Procureur général du Trésor), 2014 QCCS 149; Québec (Procureure générale) c. Alliance du personnel
professionnel et technique de la santé et des services sociaux, 2016 QCCA1659.
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justice measure falling within the paradigm of equal opportunity. Therefore, in
businesses where pay equity has been duly established, the defined wage hierarchy is fairer, since inequalities stem from the relative value of different jobs. The
Quebec law is also a feminist measure that has grown out of feminist and union
activism since the 1980s: this piece of legislation is aimed specifically at the sexist discrimination that prevails in determining wages; it tries to better recognize
the value of women’s work.
According to the data compiled by the Pay Equity Commission, a reduction in
nearly six points in the wage gap between men and women has been observed since
1990. It has gone from 15.8% in 1997 to 9.9% in 2015 (CES 2016: 21). The statistical data also indicate a faster increase in women’s hourly wages than men’s since the
late 1990s (CSF 2016; ISQ 2017). Admittedly, data like this could indicate that the
legislation’s objectives are gradually coming to fruition. Nevertheless, insofar as the
law is implemented differently by each business, or even each union, it is difficult to
establish a direct link between the realization of pay equity in the workplace and the
reduction in gaps across the labor market.
In fact, in spite of the gains made since the early 2000s and notwithstanding
women’s higher education levels (ISQ 2013: 30), a wage gap in men’s favor persists across the labor market. This gap is observable among college graduates with
degrees in the same subject (Mongeau 2014; Boulet 2014) and, even more so,
among employees who do not have a high-school degree. In fact, the wage gap in
favor of men is much more pronounced and tenacious in jobs that demand little education and are considered as not highly skilled (Legault 2010).
It should also be emphasized that this proactive piece of legislation does not reach
the many women who work in businesses with fewer than ten employees—which
are not subject to the Pay Equity Act—and whose wages are often no higher than the
legal minimum wage. Yet, it has been noted that the largest wage gaps can observed
in small, non-unionized businesses, while the smallest ones are found among
employees in large, unionized firms (including unionized public-sector employees)
(Rose 2016: 13). It should also be pointed out that being compliant with the law has
no effect on the double discrimination suffered by immigrant women and women
who are members of visible minorities. It is well known that discrimination translates into greatly reduced access to employment because of prejudice regarding their
skills.
Finally, it should not be forgotten that the implementation of the Pay Equity
Act leaves professional and sectorial segregation intact. This segregation generates
female-dominated “pink-collar” job ghettos, which include large numbers of the
poorly paid. Without wishing to deny the law’s transformative goals or the potential
for change associated with the pay equity processes carried out within many businesses, the preceding observations show that Quebec’s law is struggling to impose
the principles of equality and social justice upon which it is based on business as a
whole. My observations also illustrate the limits of legislation like Quebec’s Pay
Equity Act in a decentralized labor-relations system, which is the case both in Quebec and across Canada. That being said, in the context of an increasingly female-oriented job market, the issue of pay equity is undoubtedly going to remain on feminist
groups’ agendas in order to promote greater equality for women.
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Abstract The purpose of this article is to present and analyze both the progress
achieved and the difficulties for professional-equality policies in France. After
presenting the development of the legislative framework, both in terms of equality between men and women and in terms of collective bargaining for professionalequality agreements, the article focuses on the ambiguities and difficulties that
remain in implementing professional-equality policy. These concern the diversity of
strategies for implementing professional equality, debates about the various justifications for these approaches, the effects of recent evolutions in collective-bargaining
laws in France and, finally, the low level of judicial activism in fighting discrimination. The last section of the article focuses on key concerns for the future of these
policies.
Keywords Professional-equality policy · Professional-equality policies and
collective bargaining · State feminism · Justifications for equality policies ·
Professional equality and intersectional approaches
More than 30 years have passed since the Law of July 13, 1983, established the
principle of professional equality between women and men. The law is known as
the Roudy Act, after its sponsor, Yvette Roudy, who served as Minister of Women’s Rights from 1983 to 1985, under President François Mitterrand. At present,
the legitimacy of that policy has progressed considerably in the eyes of social and
economic players and state administration, and the legislative framework has been
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Abstract In this article, I look at gender-based analysis, a gender policy used in
Quebec to assess the impact of policies and programmes for men and women, and at
the intersectional approach—the process of decentring gender as a point of departure for evaluating the experience of inequality. I examine two other policies,
gender-based analysis plus, used in Canada, and the equal access to employment
programmes in force in Quebec, to bring to light the elements of intersectionality
that are present in or absent from these policies. I briefly introduce the two
approaches to diversity management that have been adopted by Quebec and Canada,
and I use these examples to discuss the influence of political culture on gender
policies.
Keywords Gender-based analysis  Gender politics  Quebec  Canada  Women’s
movement  Political culture

Introduction
Gender-based analysis (GBA) is a gender policy used in Quebec to assess the
impact of policies and programmes on men and women. In this article, I examine
GBA and current efforts to intersectionalize this policy.1 The intersectional
approach—the process of decentring gender as a point of departure for evaluating
the experience of inequality (Hankivsky 2012, p. 171) so as to include other
1
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categories, such as race, class, sexual orientation and skills—is now seen as an
important turning point in feminist practices in Quebec (Pagé and Pires 2015). What
impact has it had on the Quebec government’s gender policies? How does the
political culture specific to Quebec society determine the content of policies such as
GBA, and does it influence opinions about frames such as intersectional analysis?
By comparing the GBA used in Quebec to gender-based analysis plus (GBA?) used
in Canada, I hope to show how the distinct political cultures in Quebec and in
Canada have led to the adoption of different gender policies. I am also interested in
experiences with intersectionalization of GBA and the difficulties that such an
exercise entails. I also discuss the implementation of another Quebec policy, equal
access to employment programmes (EAEPs). EAEPs are interesting for their
intersectional approach to oppression, as they aim to correct discrimination against
several groups—women, visible and ethnic minorities, Aboriginal peoples and
people with disabilities. What role has the Quebec feminist movement played in the
implementation of GBA and EAEPs, and how can their different analysis frames be
explained? Through my analysis, I will offer some responses to these two questions.
I turn to Dhamoon for her definition of intersectionality, which she apprehends
first as an analytic paradigm and second as a framework for analysis applicable to
different marginality or power relations: ‘This analytic paradigm can be widely
applied to the study of social groups, relations and contexts, so as to go beyond the
conventional scope of nonwhite women. On this basis, as a framework of analysis
that is widely applicable to various relations of marginality and privilege,
intersectionality can be integrated into mainstream social science ways of
conducting research and building knowledge’ (Dhamoon 2011, p. 230). In
Dhamoon’s view, at least four different dimensions can be found in an intersectional
analysis, including identities, such as Muslim woman; categories of difference, such
as race and gender; processes of differentiation such as racialization and gendering;
and systems of domination, such as racism, colonialism and sexism. These
dimensions may be considered simultaneously or separately (p. 233). In this article,
the term ‘intersectionality’ has a variety of meanings and uses, depending on
whether I am referring to a methodological approach, an activist practice or an
analytic tool (Bourque and Maillé 2015, p. 1).
Here, my analysis of government gender policies offers a contrast between how
they are formulated in the Quebec and Canadian contexts, respectively, in terms of
the categories of identity and difference upon which they are based. I point out the
absence of intersectionality in the formulation of certain Quebec policies, such as
GBA, and its presence in others, such as EAEPs. In Canada, diversity has been
taken into account as an element at the basis of gendered analysis of public policies
since 1995, a fact that Hankivski points out: ‘Despite the primary focus on gender, it
is also worth noting that from the very beginning, and specifically with the 1995
Federal Plan, diversity was seen as an important component of GBA’ (2012, p. 172).
Canada has integrated the diversity-sensitive approach into its policy analyses since
1995; why have such practices not been adopted in Quebec? I shall try to explain
these differences in terms of the distinct political cultures of Quebec and Canada.
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GBA in Quebec: history, definition and issues
In Quebec, the plan to implement a tool to measure the impact of government
policies on women and men goes back to the years that followed the Fourth World
Congress on Women, held in Beijing in 1995. Following consultations in 1996 with
people from the women’s movement and the community, union, professional,
employer, educational, university and regional sectors, and after internal attempts
by state feminists2 to sway decision makers (Massé et al. 2002, p. 45), the Quebec
government established an action programme on this question. The project, titled
Analyse différenciée selon les sexes, was presented in May 1997 by the Secrétariat à
la Condition feminine, in the context of the government’s Programme d’action
1997–2000 pour toutes les Québécoises (Kurtzman and de Sève 2001, p. 8). Quebec
feminists and the Quebec women’s movement were involved in formulation of this
policy and in the implementation of the project from the beginning. Kurtzman and
de Sève wrote on this subject, ‘The presence of feminists in the government
apparatus represents an important asset for the application of GBA to governmental
policies. Nevertheless, it is essential that women’s groups remain vigilant and
participate in the consultations and exchanges that give rise to its formulation and
application’ (Kurtzman and de Sève 2001, p. 18, our translation).
The Quebec version of GBA is a conception of government policy based on the
idea that formal equality does not guarantee equal results for the two sexes. Usually,
government policies are formulated based on the principle that there is no
distinction between the sexes and these policies will have similar impacts on men
and women. GBA takes the opposite position, stating that women’s and men’s
experiences with policies must be documented in order to discover how these
policies have different impacts according to sex, and these consequences must be
analysed. GBA must make it possible to discern from a preventive position, during
the design and formulation of a policy or any other measure, the different effects
that its adoption by the government may have on the women and men who are
affected by it, taking into account their different socioeconomic conditions (Massé
et al. 2002).
The Quebec women’s movement partnered with the Quebec government to
enable adoption and spread awareness of this policy by dispensing, for example,
GBA training to community groups. In a report published in 2015 by the Quebec
government’s Secrétariat à la Condition feminine, the body that oversees GBA, it
was noted that nine GBA projects had been launched by the Quebec government
between 1997 and 2004. One project aimed to develop a framework for analysis to
measure the impact of taxation policies on the situation of women and men; another
project dealt with planning urban transportation in light of a comparative study of
the mobility of women and men (Secrétariat à la condition féminine 2005). After
2009, the Quebec government went further, progressively integrating GBA into all
of its practices through a project-by-project approach. The first GBA action plan,
spanning 2007–2010, encompassed development of an implementation strategy for
2

The concept of state feminism is applied to governmental activities linked to women’s rights (Stetson
and Mazur 1995).
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GBA and appropriate instruments for its application, for raising awareness among
and training more than 1000 people, and for encouraging the mobilization of
government departments and agencies, regional structures and urban centres around
its integration into projects. The plan for 2011–2015 consisted of implementing
projects that integrated GBA into government departments and agencies. Eighteen
departments and agencies were committed to performing more than 35 actions that
took GBA into account. Awareness-raising and training sessions on GBA were
offered to senior civil servants, managers and professional personnel in these
departments and agencies. One of the important aspects of the GBA implementation
programme for the Quebec government involved the development of gender-based
databanks, a prerequisite for enabling and ensuring the success of GBA. Since 2013,
an agreement between the Quebec government and the Institut de la statistique du
Québec has made it possible to publish gender-based data produced by the
departments and agencies.
The government’s strategy for instituting GBA in Quebec was therefore based on
three elements: awareness raising and training, the creation of projects and the
production of gender-based data. Despite the absolute priority given to the gender
factor in the GBA model adopted by the Quebec government, a number of projects
have gone beyond gender analysis to integrate other variables. One project was
intended to take GBA into consideration when the governmental action plan for
fighting homophobia, the target group for which was composed of gay people,
lesbians and transsexual and transgender people, was implemented. In another
project, GBA was integrated into the evaluation process for a programme that
assists immigrants and visible minorities with integration into employment
(Secrétariat à la Condition féminine 2015).
Quebec feminism was committed to GBA from the beginning, and many
feminists working in the field or within governmental structures such as the
Secrétariat à la Condition féminine actively promoted it. A number of women’s
groups offered GBA training in the community, including the Assemblée des
groupes de femmes d’interventions régionales (AGIR Outaouais); Centre Main
d’Femmes; Relais-femmes (2007), a prominent group in the Quebec women’s
movement; and the Observatoire sur le développement régional et l’analyse
différenciée selon les sexes (ORÉGAND), the main mission of which is linked to
the promotion of GBA. Founded in 2003, ORÉGAND develops regional GBA
research and expertise and is planning to build regional and local gender-specific
databases. The group’s website lists a group of GBA tools accessible online.
The GBA promoted by the Quebec government in partnership with the women’s
movement seems to serve the cause of all women, but, in fact, it may also reproduce
the exclusion resulting from a feminist analysis that, by focusing only on gender,
completely avoids differences among women and leads to the reproduction of
discrimination. The statistical data produced during the government’s GBA show
only generic gaps between men and women, with homogeneity as to situation
assumed within each gender category. GBA is the methodological translation of a
gender-based feminist analysis and of a conception of a universal women’s status
that does not take account of intra-sex distinctions. It should also be noted that GBA
is not anchored within a specific theoretical framework that would propose a vision
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of hoped-for change—a critique made by Hankivsky (2005, p. 978), who sees GBA
as an amorphous, confused approach disconnected from contemporary feminist
theory.
Even though support for a tool such as GBA continues to be strong among
Quebec feminists, voices are emerging to demand that the complexity of women’s
realities, particularly those of minority groups, be better accounted for in the
formulation and analysis of gender policies. This is borne out by the transition
towards intersectional analysis taking place in new fieldwork initiatives and
expressed in public statements by groups and individuals in the Quebec women’s
movement (Pagé and Pirès 2015). For instance, since 2012, the Conseil des
Montréalaises, an advisory body of the City of Montréal that consults on female–
male equality dossiers and on the status of women, has been committed to
implementing intersectional and gender-differentiated analyses that take account of
cross-discriminations experienced by women of various origins or conditions
(Conseil des Montréalaises 2016) and to actively promoting GBA? to the municipal
administration. In 2011, the Fédération des femmes du Québec (FFQ), a leading
group in the Quebec women’s movement, and Relais-femmes jointly developed
training in intersectional analysis, and the FFQ now uses an analytical grid that
refers to patriarchy, capitalism and colonialism (Maillé 2017, p. 190).
In 2015, an analysis by the Secrétariat à la Condition féminine reflected the
necessity to move beyond GBA—that is, to cross-reference gender analysis with
other variables to paint a fairer portrait of inequalities:
Although giant steps have been taken toward equality between women and
men in Quebec in recent decades, inequalities of concern persist in certain
areas and among different groups, such as Aboriginal women, immigrants,
disabled and in sexual minorities, and those living with a low income or in a
remote region. Given these realities, the application of GBA could prove a
perspective to consider. (Secrétariat à la Condition féminine 2015, p. 24, our
translation)
Despite this openness, Quebec gender policies keep intersectional analysis on the
margins. How can differences between Quebec and Canadian gender policies be
explained? In the following section, I describe the gender-based analysis ‘plus’
employed in Canada, and then I seek out explanations for the differences observed
in the gender policies used in Quebec and in Canada.

Gender-based analysis ‘plus’ (GBA1) in Canada
GBA? is defined as an analysis method that makes it possible to assess the eventual
effects of policies, programmes, services and other initiatives on women and men of
different backgrounds because it takes account of gender and other identity factors.
All federal civil servants must use this approach in their work asking themselves
basic questions and challenging their suppositions towards various groups of women
and men (Condition féminine Canada). The ‘plus’ in the name serves to emphasize
that GBA? goes beyond gender to include an examination of a wide range of other
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related identity factors, such as age, education, language, geography, culture and
income. The point of departure for GBA? is that women and men are not
homogeneous populations, and gender is never the only factor in defining a person’s
identity; rather, it interacts with factors such as ethnic origin, age, disabilities, where
the person lives and other aspects of individual and social identity. GBA? takes
account of these factors and thus challenges notions of similarity (or ‘homogeneity’)
within populations of women and men. Comparative analysis based on sex and
gender may serve as a gateway to studying a given question, but women, men, girls
and boys do not form homogeneous populations. A group of factors interact with
sex and gender to compose the lived experience of each individual.
Through GBA?, it is possible to take account of factors that, cross-referenced
with sex and gender, shape the life experiences of people and populations and
certainly have an influence on the anticipated result of initiatives. Figure 1, a
graphic found on the Status of Women Canada website under the GBA? tab, shows
a set of factors that may be cross-referenced with sex and gender. Five oblong
shapes in different colours are fanned out in an overlapping circle. At either end of
each oblong is an identity factor. Overlain on these shapes is a sixth shape on which
‘Sex’ and ‘Gender’ are written in larger, boldface letters. Clockwise, starting at
‘four o’clock’, are the identity factors geography, culture, income, sexual
orientation, education, race, ethnicity, relation, age and disability.

Fig. 1 Status of Women Canada, ‘Intersectionality image: graphic illustrating some of the identity
factors considered in GBA?’, government of Canada’s approach. Source: http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/gbaacs/approach-approche-en.html
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Quebec and Canada: contexts with different influences
In the 1990s, intersectionality emerged as one of the essential paradigms for AngloSaxon feminisms (Hancock 2007). The popularity of the notion of intersectionality
corresponds to a time when, in hindsight, the damage done to minoritized groups by
state disengagement policies in concert with global intensification of neoliberalism,
and vice versa, can be measured. Although GBA? constitutes a form of
intersectionalization of GBA, it must be understood that the two frameworks do
not spring from a similar logic. Intersectionality first emerged as a dynamic analysis
of differences between women that was oriented towards change and social justice,
whereas GBA is a technique developed by state feminists in a context of analysing
governmental policies and aiming to promote equality between men and women.
We can nevertheless presume that there might be interest in such a policy and
programme analysis grid that is decentred from gender and offers enough flexibility
to take account of a group of inequalities. Therefore, despite their different goals, it
is possible to bring together GBA and intersectionality in a single analysis.
The ‘gender only’ analysis that underlies GBA is the approach that predominates
in the Quebec governmental apparatus and in Quebec feminism, a feminism which
has always given much attention to analysis centred exclusively on gender, recently
became receptive to intersectionality. In Quebec, the designation of identities other
than gendered ones is a laborious process. How can one open a debate when things
are not named (Simon 2008)? The realities of minority and racialized women are
erased through an overlapping of causes and circumstances, such as the lack of data
about them and the use of methodological tools that overlook them, and there are no
analyses of racialization processes specific to Quebec that would explain how
ordinary women living ordinary lives become racialized. Similarly, Quebec social
movements such as the feminist movement are not organized around minority
identities (Maillé 2014, 2015), and there are few minority women’s organizations in
Quebec feminism (Lépinard 2015), even though leading organizations have been
repositioned, as shown in the agenda of the fourth Women’s World March, held in
2015, which was making demands related to the elimination of capitalism, racism
and colonialism (Maillé 2017, p. 190).
Because it did not have a precise language for categorization, Quebec adopted
very broad terms (many of which were problematic due to their underlying
conflations) to designate racialized individuals; ‘cultural communities,’ for instance,
groups together an indistinct body of people who are not associated with the
majority white identity. Until recently, the Quebec government had a department of
immigration and cultural communities, now called the department of immigration,
diversity and inclusion. The term ‘diversity’ is very popular in state institutions. It is
used as a strategy to contain or limit racial tensions and serves to obscure certain
power relations by gathering under the umbrella of diversity people constructed as
‘different’ by institutions in which the norm is institutional whiteness. This
comment, formulated by Sara Ahmed (2012) to describe the British context, is just
as apt for the Quebec context, as demonstrated by government programmes that
define the foundations of Quebec society in these terms: ‘While valuing its diversity
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and respecting its differences, Quebec requires that the population as a whole
respect its common civic framework, which constitutes a group of shared
institutions and collective norms that mark out societal relations’ (Immigration,
Diversité et Inclusion Québec, our translation). One can see in the choice made by
the Quebec government to actively use the term ‘diversity’ an attempt to obscure the
direct and political question of designation of minority groups, as ‘diversity’
amalgamates in an indistinct entity all of the power relations produced by race,
class, sex and other systems, such as religions.
The GBA? adopted by the government of Canada conveys an opening to
intersectionality and a sensitivity to multiculturalism. This policy raises strong
political resistance in Quebec, which has always seen this policy as an attempt to
reduce Quebec culture to the same footing as any other minority culture. The
Canadian Multiculturalism Act, adopted 1988, proposes to recognize the fact that
multiculturalism is a fundamental characteristic of the Canadian identity and
heritage and constitutes an invaluable resource for the future of the country (Rocher
and Salée 1993). Canadian multiculturalism emphasizes the categorization of
differences. In the lexicon of the Canadian state, one finds expressions such as
‘race’, ‘racial group’, ‘racial minority’, ‘racial community’, ‘black race’ and ‘visible
minorities’ (Labelle 2015). The Canadian multiculturalism policy has been rejected
on the whole by all Quebec governments, in the name of protection of French, the
official language of Quebec, and the political and cultural characteristics of the
Quebec nation. In fact, the Canadian multiculturalist approach puts all cultures on
an equal basis and therefore puts Quebec culture at the same level as immigrant
cultures, an approach that has been interpreted by many as a rejection of the
historical cultural specificity of Quebec. For its part, Quebec has chosen
interculturalism as a policy for managing diversity, with an identity lexicon that
uses the notions of cultural communities, diversity and Francophone majority.
Labelle (2015) identifies a set of interculturalism characteristics: French as the
common language of intercultural relations, a pluralist orientation concerned with
protection of rights, and a presentation of creative tension between diversity and
perpetuation of the Francophone nucleus. The goal of interculturalism is to
strengthen this sense of belonging to Quebec in the context of its being a minority
nation. One critique of interculturalism and the terms ‘diversity’ and ‘cultural
communities’ is that they raise difficulty with making racialized people and their
experiences visible, as they are blended into an indistinct whole. Another critique
deals with the majority/minority relations that they imply. Finally, the term ‘cultural
communities’, dear to the interculturalist project, culturizes individuals who were
not born into the majority ancestral Quebec Francophone culture: whereas the
majority group has never been designated a cultural community, minority groups
are identified and categorized solely on the basis of cultural identity.
I have evoked the adoption of intersectional analysis in the Anglo-Saxon world as
part of the explanation for the adoption of GBA? by the Canadian federal
government. Could we do the same thing for the adoption of GBA in Quebec by
invoking the specificities of the feminisms of La Francophonie? I suggest that
French feminist theories that give precedence to gender in their analysis of women’s
oppression have had some influence on feminist debates in Quebec (Maillé 2010).
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Nevertheless, one might think that the intersectional turn observable in France may
also have influenced Quebec feminism: ‘In France, since the mid-2000s, the
translation, adoption, and use of the term intersectionality by feminist scholars (e.g.
Dorlin 2009) testifies to the increasing relevance of ethnicity and race for French
feminist theory, contrasting with earlier decades during which French academic
feminism focused mostly on the intersection of gender and class’ (Lépinard 2014,
p. 883).

Quebec equal access to employment programmes
Having observed that Quebec is continuing to use GBA whereas Canada adopted
GBA? in the late twentieth century, I now turn to another Quebec policy, equal
access to employment programmes. EAEPs introduce the taking into account of
differences such as racial identity, ethnicity and disabilities, performing a decentring
in relation to gender. Here, I describe these programmes, their history and the
connections that they have had with the women’s movement. In April 2001, the
Quebec government passed the Act Respecting Equal Access to Employment in
Public Bodies, affecting public organizations with 100 or more employees. The
Quebec Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms frames the application of EAEPs,
and the Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la jeunesse du Québec
provides support to organizations and firms that must or want to implement them.
The Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la jeunesse was created in
1976 under the Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms. Its present name and
responsibilities result from the merging of the Commission des droits de la personne
and the Commission de protection des droits de la jeunesse in 1995.
EAEPs fight employment-related discrimination. These programmes are
addressed to public bodies (municipal, education, health and social services
networks and Crown corporations) and certain private firms. They were created so
that members of groups that are victims of discrimination can be fairly represented
within their workforce. EAEP programmes target five groups:
1.
2.

3.

Women
Visible minorities—that is, people other than Aboriginals who are not white by
race or colour. This definition came from the Canadian Employment Equity Act
(1995), which designated ‘persons, other than aboriginal peoples, who are nonCaucasian in race or non-white in colour’. Specifically, the population of visible
minorities is composed of 12 subgroups: Chinese, South Asian, black, Filipino,
Latin American, Southeast Asian, Arab, West Asian, Japanese, Korean, other
visible minorities and multiple visible minorities
Ethnic minorities—that is, people other than Aboriginals and members of a
visible minority, whose mother tongue is neither French nor English; the
definition of ethnic minority comes from the Quebec Act Respecting Equal
Access to Employment in Public Bodies. The mother tongue is the one learned
first in childhood and that the person still understands. This language must be
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neither French nor English. Examples include people who were born in or
whose forebears are from Germany, Greece, Italy, Hungary or Russia
Aboriginals—that is, Indians, Inuit and Métis of Canada
Handicapped people—that is, people who have a deficiency causing a
significant and persistent incapacity and who are likely to encounter obstacles
in the accomplishment of common activities.

In 1985, the Quebec Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms was amended to
include EAEPs. This amendment was necessary because, according to the Quebec
Charter, it was not permitted to distinguish, exclude or prefer on the basis of banned
reasons for discrimination, among them sex, race, ethnic origin and handicaps. How,
then, could measures be put in place that conferred temporary advantages on
members of target groups (Legault 2013, p. 118)? EAEPs were made possible
thanks to an exception to the Quebec Charter. The text to this effect stipulates that
EAEPs are intended to remedy the situation of persons belonging to groups that are
discriminated against in employment, in the education and healthcare sectors or in
any other service ordinarily offered to the public. An EAEP was deemed nondiscriminatory with regard to race, colour, sex or ethnic origin if it was established
in compliance with the Act Respecting Equal Access to Employment in Public
Bodies (chapter A-2.01). Therefore, since 1986 in Quebec it has been possible to
institute measures that allow people covered by one of the conditions in the Quebec
Charter to be selected for hiring, promotions, access to training and so on (Legault
2013, p. 118). It is notable that the categories used in the EAEPs to define people
belonging to a visible or ethnic minority come from two different sources: the
government of Canada for visible minorities and the government of Quebec for
ethnic minorities.
The categories formulated to operationalize EAEPs raise a certain number of
questions. As Chicha and Charest (2013, p. 2, our translation) report, the definitions
of visible and ethnic minorities raise a number of problems: ‘The absence of
coherence is obvious when one refers to a geocontinental space (South Asian), a
language (Arabic), a nationality (Korean) and a skin colour (black). The notion of
visible minorities is very explicitly stamped with racializing criteria’. The
expression ‘visible minority’ could be criticized for being essentialist, as one
might come to define individuals as a function of their belonging to the group and
deduce that there are ‘natural’ differences between members of this group and
everyone else. This situation might become a justification for differentiated
treatment. In short, the definition of visible minorities is a legacy of the racization
process at work within the state (Labelle 2010, p. 17). Nor is the category of ethnic
minority exempt from ambiguity; it induces a vague categorical logic that
introduces standardization by bringing together in a single group people with
diverse experiences and profiles. It combines two groups experiencing very different
realities: immigrant ethnic minorities and ethnic minorities born and raised in
Quebec who, although their mother tongue is neither French nor English, generally
can speak at least one or the other of these languages. Nevertheless, although these
categories are imperfect, they have made it possible to begin operationalizing an
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intersectional vision of the realities of men and women that reflects the realities of
the Quebec context.
What role has the women’s movement played in the implementation of EAEPs?
According to Legault, it is clear that in Quebec, state feminists and certain women’s
groups mobilized in the late 1970s to demand such programmes: ‘In 1978, in
concert with the Commission des droits de la personne and certain women’s groups
specializing in the area, the Conseil [du statut de la femme] finally asked the
government for amendments to the Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms so that
the legislature could authorize the institution of ‘‘positive action’’—that is,
affirmative action—programmes’ (Legault 1991, p. 10, our translation). However,
it must be understood that the demand made by state feminists and women’s groups
aimed for adoption of a law centred on a single discriminated-against group,
women: ‘The new objective was now to admit the principle of an obligatory
catching-up for women so that they could attain true equality as quickly as possible’
(Legault 1991, p.13, our translation). For its part, the Commission des droits de la
personne has always used the concept of minority groups in its mandate and in its
approach to EAEPs (Jetté and Murphy 1982, p. 3). In the next section, I describe
two EAEP initiatives; the first, more institutionalized, describes a programme
currently in effect in the city of Montreal for the recruitment of employees. The
second involves a women’s movement initiative aiming to recruit immigrant and
racialized women for jobs in women’s groups.
The EAEP project at the city of Montreal: hiring process for employees
In EAEPs, identification with the target group is done by self-identification with one
of the groups; people applying for a position in the company offering an EAEP are
asked to fill out a self-identification questionnaire for a target group that states its
definitions. Figure 2 shows the self-identification form that is used by the city of
Montreal to recruit employees, which must be filled out by people applying for a
position. An analysis by the Conseil des montréalaises, a women’s group that
advises the city of Montreal on issues related to women, of hirings done in the
framework of one EAEP has shown that the underrepresentation of women who also
belong to one of the other named subgroups—Aboriginal, visible or ethnic minority
or handicapped—is a persistent phenomenon the causes of which are not known.
These programmes have made it possible to increase the number of women in jobs,
but few women identified with another group have been hired (Aboriginal, from a
visible or ethnic minority, handicapped or combining a number of identities, such as
handicapped Aboriginal woman) (Conseil des montréalaises 2016, p. 26).
The project for integrating immigrant and racialized women into women’s
groups’ hiring process
The integration of immigrant and racialized women into work teams has never been
the central subject of a training course, and research on the organizational culture of
women’s groups and on succession had raised difficulties in this regard (Lacharité
and Pasquier 2014, p. 252). A major study of women’s groups as employers was
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EQUAL ACESS TO EMPLOYMENT- CITY OF MONTREAL
The City of Montreal is governed by the Act respecting equal access to employment in public bodies and
amending the Charter of human rights and freedoms (2000, chapter 45). For that purpose, please fill out
this section.
Do you belong to one of these groups?
YES

NO

Women

____

____

Aboriginal people *

____

____

Visible minority**

____

____

Ethnic minority***

____

____

Handicapped person****

____

____

For the selection process, please let us know of any handicap that would require technical or physical
adaptation to your situation :
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________
Definitions:
* Aboriginal people

Indians, Inuit or Metis of Canada.

** Visible minority

members of visible minorities are persons, other than Aboriginal
peoples, who are non-white in colour/race. For example: persons
from Africa or from African origins, persons from Haïti, China,
Arabic countries, Latin America, etc…

***Ethnic minority

members of ethnic minorities are persons, other than Aboriginal
peoples and members of visible minorities, whose mother tongue
is neither French nor English. For the purposes of this
questionnaire, your mother tongue is the language that you first
learned in your childhood and that you must still understand. For
example: persons from Germany or from German origins, Greece,
Hungary, Russia, etc…

a person with a deficiency causing a significant and persistent
disability, who is liable to encounter barriers in performing
everyday activities.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
****Handicapped person

Fig. 2 Self-identification form used at the city of Montreal for recruitment of personnel as part of its
equal access to employment programme (our translation)

conducted in 2008, and the process brought to light the existence, in Quebec
women’s groups, of perceptions, prejudices and obstacles similar to those observed
in the population in general, resulting in hiring discrimination related to applicants’
lack of experience in Quebec and lack of recognition of their diplomas or,
especially, experience acquired elsewhere. An additional obstacle specific to
women’s groups was identified: the belief internalized by workers in these
organizations that they cannot be racist simply because they are feminists (Lacharité
and Pasquier 2014, p. 257). Following this research and discussions about the
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employment of immigrant and racialized women in Quebec women’s groups, the
Table des groupes de femmes de Montréal, in collaboration with Relais-femmes,
formulated an original training course aiming to change both mentalities and
practices. This training, which invited people to change their thinking, was proposed
to raise awareness about hiring and retaining immigrant and racialized women by
emphasizing how little was known about the situation of immigrant and racialized
women and discriminatory practices (Table des groupes de femmes 2010, 2013).
People taking the course reviewed existing hiring tools and practices, such as the
wording of job offers, the requirements attached to positions, the sites where new
positions are posted, how candidates’ curricula vitae are analysed, and how hiring
interviews are conducted. The trainers deconstructed these practises to bring to light
the obstacles to hiring women of diversity, including racialized women born in
Quebec, immigrant women who have been in Quebec for a long time and went to
school there and immigrants whose mother tongue is French. The participants
discovered that cultural biases are present throughout the hiring process. Another
part of the course aimed to make women aware of the prejudices and discriminatory
behaviour at work in organizations. Using photographs of women of various origins
not identified by name, participants were asked to identify which of these women
their board of directors would choose to represent the organization best at a local
issue table, on a regional body, and with a government department, then they read
the summary of work experiences and skills on the back of the photograph of the
woman who they chose or categorically rejected for a particular representation site.
The three photographs presented to participants were those of internationally known
racialized women whose photographs had not circulated widely in Quebec: Gloria
Evangelina Anzaldúa, a Chicana militant feminist who had co-written This Bridge
Called My Back with Cherrie Moraga in 1981; Ni Yulan, a housing-rights activist in
China; and Wangari Maathai, the Nobel Peace Prize recipient in 2004 for her
contribution to sustainable development through her work with the Green Belt
Movement. The project led to numerous changes in practices concerning the hiring
and retention in employment of women of various origins. This activity enabled
participants to uncover prejudices of which they had been unaware (Lacharité and
Pasquier 2014, pp. 260–61).

Conclusion
In this article, I have analysed the intersectional aspects of three gender policies:
gender-based analysis in Quebec, gender-based analysis ‘plus’ in Canada and
Quebec equal access to employment programmes. GBA developed by the Quebec
government, in partnership with the women’s movement, continues to prioritize
gender even though new projects have shown a recent openness to enriching the
analysis by taking other identities into account. The categories proposed in EAEPs
and GBA? are useful for enriching the GBA and provide a basis for rethinking the
gender policies currently implemented in Quebec. But the transition to an
intersectional GBA in Quebec governmental policies requires the conceptualization
of categories to be used to reflect the struggles for social justice that exist there.
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In the case of the EAEPs, I have underlined certain problems related to the
categories that are used in these programmes, particularly in the definitions of
visible and ethnic minorities. Although EAEPs operate on the basis of individuals’
self-identification with one or another category, it remains that the exercise is
complex and that, on the whole, these categories and subcategories refer to a
troubling image of identity-related debates in Quebec. Added to this is the concrete
problem of production of and access to data that operationalize these categories and
of taking account of specific aspects linked to the experiences of minority groups.
This necessitates the involvement of people who identify with these minority groups
in the processes aiming to determine the categories and requires additional resources
to produce these data. The categories proposed for the GBA? developed by the
Canadian government are a reflection of Canadian multiculturalism policy.
Furthermore, if the EAEPs are an example of gender policy made in Quebec that
integrates an intersectional grid, it must be emphasized that minority groups other
than women have been added, whereas the women’s movement demanded
programmes targeting women only and not the other minority groups. Finally,
although GBA, GBA? and EAEPs make it possible to generate original data on
inequality, there is still much work to do to transform these data into action.
Challenges regarding enrichment of the GBA used in Quebec are complex.
Reflection must continue on the categories and terms that make sense for this
context, an exercise that is situated beyond the logic of public administration and is
eminently political, as it implies going beyond the quarrel between Canadian
multiculturalism, a policy that accentuates differences and likes to name these
differences, and Quebec interculturalism, a policy based on an idea of a cultural
majority that expresses little enthusiasm for decentring its analysis. This reflection
on the designation of minority groups in Quebec must continue, and it is important
that feminists of all origins participate in it.
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substantially enhanced. At the same time, the number of collective labor agreements
and Business Action Plans, particularly in large firms, has expanded considerably.
Yet establishing actual professional equality still runs into numerous obstacles
and kindles numerous debates, both among those in a position to promote change—
firms, unions, political and administrative actors—and among academics involved in
evaluating the progress achieved. These debates about how to construct true equality
concern a range of subjects, from the aims to the justifications, as well as the effectiveness of various approaches. Therefore, after (I) having focused on and described
the progress achieved, (II) I will endeavor to expose the difficulties that stud the history of establishing true professional equality before (III) exploring certain on-going
efforts and challenges for the future of this policy.

Progress achieved
Progress can be seen in legislation (equality laws and collective-bargaining rules), in
State feminism, in the mobilization of economic and social actors and in the number
of companies that have signed collective agreements and drafted Equality Action
Plans.
The long march of the implementation of a legislative framework
for professional equality
At the time that the 1983 bill was signed into law, the left had been in power in
France for 2 years, and international conventions against sex discrimination in the
workplace, which France had ratified, existed. On a European level, two directives
had been adopted: Equal Pay, in 1975, and the Equal Treatment, in 1976. In France,
two laws had been passed: one about equal pay, in 1972; the other, in 1975, about
banning discrimination on the basis of sex except for “a legitimate motive,” a notion
which left open all sorts of motives not to sanction discriminatory employment
practices against women. In truth, it must be said that both laws were noticeably
ineffective.
During that period, a debate was taking place within the Comité du Travail
Féminin1 (Women and Work Committee) that would lay the foundations for governmental expertise on sex discrimination and inequality between men and women
in the workplace. In fact, as early as early 1981, while the right was still in power, a
bill had been drafted defining the roles of the various concerned parties (the State,
employers and unions) in terms of professional equality. However, taken as a whole,
1
The Comité d’études et de liaison des problèmes du travail féminin (Committee for Study and Liaison
on Issues Related to Women and Work) was created in 1965 by the Ministry of Labor in order to study
and consider the issue. In 1971, it became the Comité du Travail Féminin (Women and Work Committee), whose members included feminists and other women of very diverse backgrounds—from the public
sector, unions and academia. It was abolished in 1984, when the Conseil Supérieur de l’Egalité professionnelle (National Advisory Board on Professional Equality) was founded. It was composed of representatives of the public sector, employers and unions as well as other qualified experts.
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the measures concerning professional equality still appeared to be composed of disparate elements, and the effective achievement of the principle of equality seemed
quite far off (Mazur 1995; Laufer 2014; Revillard 2016).
The law of July 13, 1983, incorporated into French law the European Directive
of February 9, 1976 (on implementation of the principle of equal treatment for men
and women in the workplace). First, by requiring firms to draw up Rapport de Situation Comparée (RSC, Comparative Situation Reports) about employment conditions for men and women in order to evaluate the gender gap. The reports provided
analyses, by professional category, of statistical data about hiring, training, promotion, qualifications, classification, working conditions, real compensation (including
benefits, bonuses) and balancing work and family. Second, by encouraging those
firms—notably through financial incentives—to negotiate with unions to establish
“professional-equality action plans” founded on the principle of affirmative action
and temporary measures aimed at correcting the inequalities that characterized the
professional status of women workers. Finally, by defining the principle of “substantially equal work” or “comparable worth” in order to attack the deeper roots of
unequal financial compensation, the text aimed to bring legislation beyond a simple
affirmation of the principle of equal rights and closer to concrete realities, making it
a tool for action (Laufer 1984, 2003; Lanquetin 1996; Berthou 2000).
The Génisson Act, requiring negotiations for furthering equality in branches and
companies with more than 50 employees, was passed in May 2001. Concerning the
struggle against all forms of direct and indirect work-related discrimination, the law
of November 16, 2001, on fighting discrimination listed no fewer than twenty types
of unlawful discrimination, including national origin, sex, sexual orientation and
disabilities (Lanquetin 2010a, b; Miné 2016).
In light of the relative failure of the incentive-based policies in the 1983 law, and
of the concerned parties’ reticence in regard to the obligation to negotiate that was
contained in the 2001 Génisson Act (Laufer 1984, 1992; Doniol-Shaw et al. 1989;
Laufer 2014), ever more coercive legislative measures were put into place, including
the possibility of resorting to sanctions. In 2006, a requirement to negotiate in view
of erasing the wage gap within 5 years, taking into account the structural effects
that contribute to that gap was put into place. In 2010, firms with more than 50
employees that had not yet negotiated a professional-equality agreement, or, in the
case of failed negotiations, management not having established a plan unilaterally,
were informed that they would receive a final warning before being subjected to a
fine.2 Also in 2010, rules were drawn up about the number of fields of action to
be addressed depending on the size of the company (three for firms with 50–300
employees and four for those of over 300), addressing wage gap was mandatory,
the other fields could be chosen from among the following: hiring, training, promotion, qualification, categorization, work conditions and balancing work and family.
In 2011, quotas of women on boards of directors were established. In 2012, absent a
negotiated agreement, it became mandatory for management to present a unilateral
Business Action Plan, as well as the minutes of the meeting in the case of failure
2

The principle of a fine did not come into effect until the decree of December 18, 2012.
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to achieve a negotiated agreement between the concerned parties (management and
unions). In 2014, the “Act for Real Equality Between Women and Men” favored
a mainstreamed, integrated approach to professional-equality policies, including encouraging both parents to share parental leave and establishing certain professional-equality demands as a condition for bidding on government contracts. In
2015, other requirements were initiated which were objects of much discussion as to
their potential impact on the achievement of professional equality: one was related
to the integration of professional-equality negotiations and Qualité de Vie au Travail
(QVT—Quality of Life in the Workplace) negotiation; another one was related to
integrating the RSC into the Banque de Données Economiques et Sociales (BDES—
Social and Economic Database) that is now mandatory for businesses with more
than 50 employees, with the risk to reduce the visibility of the RSC.
It is worth noting the somewhat paradoxical way that growing recognition of the
legitimacy of the demands concerning professional equality by a growing number of
political, unionized and activist players is combined with ever-increasing recourse to
coercive measures. The former can be seen for example in the development in academic research on the subject of gender disparity on the job market or within organizations, as well as the topic being regularly addressed in the media… and not just
on March 8, International Women’s Day. One could suggest that it is a paradox in
appearance only, insofar as it conveys recognition of the imperative nature of a fundamental right: women’s right to equality with men (Lanquetin 2010a; Laufer 2014).
State feminism and the mobilization of political and social actors
Following the 1983 law, the state actions understood by the term “State feminism”
were expressed, both in France and elsewhere, in the establishment of dedicated
structures within the political apparatus (McBride-Stetson and Mazur 1995; Dauphin 2010; Revillard 2016). The idea was to respond to the demands of different
components of the women’s movement concerning various fields of action: legalizing abortion (or IVG, for interruption volontaire de grossesse—voluntary termination of pregnancy); criminalizing rape; condemning other forms of violence against
women, particularly domestic or intimate-partner violence; parity in both the political and leadership spheres; social rights, family and child-care policies; access to
employment and issues related to discrimination in the workplace.
As social and political debate about the persistence and recurrence of gender disparities, both in the workplace and in society at large (Maruani (ed) 1998, 2013;
Laufer 2014; Mage 2010, 2012; Milewski and Périvier (eds) 2011) gradually intensified, professional equality, “the key to autonomy and emancipation, and to equality between women and men” (Dauphin 2010), developed into a full-blown public
policy. The parties responsible for implementing it were now more clearly identified
(Dauphin 2010; Laufer 2014; Revillard 2016). More recently, this political resolve
was expressed in the reaffirmation of the role of the Conseil Supérieur de l’Egalité
Professionnelle (CSEP—National Advisory Board for Professional Equality) and by
the appointment of a General Secretary to the CSEP, in order to better structure the
Board’s agenda and actions. In addition, the Observatoire pour la Parité entre les
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Femmes et les Hommes (Observatory for Parity Between Women and Men) has been
turned into an Haut Conseil à l’Egalité Femmes Hommes (HCEFH—National Advisory Board on F/M Equality), whose mission is to evaluate bills and make recommendations in all fields related to women’s rights.
The 1999 constitutional revision and the 2000 signing of the Parity Act, which
created quotas for woman in elected political institutions (Lépinard 2007), led to
the development of a “paritarian grammar” (Bereni 2015) as well as to changing
mindsets about women’s access to power and participation in decision making at
all levels and in all fields: political, economic and social. That evolution contributed to broadening the debate about issues of equality and incorporating the issue of
the “glass ceiling” and quotas in boards of directors (which were established by the
2011 law) in the wake of actions encouraging professional equality.
Immediately after the 1983 Roudy Act, little effort had been devoted to developing expertise in terms of implementing professional equality in specific companies (Laufer 1992). To accompany the coercive legislation described above, State
feminism’s political resolve has been expressed in recent years through the development of tools for increasing concerned parties’ expertise. Among other things,
this involves training in how to produce and analyze an RSC (Comparative Situation Report) and how to develop a productive, step-by-step approach to negotiation (CSEP 2002); the 2012 opening of www.Ega-pro.fr, a Web site intended to
assist businesses with fewer than 300 employees; and the possibility (established in
the August 17, 2015, law on social dialogue) for the Comité d’Entreprise (Works
Council) in firms with more than 300 employees to commission an expert report
on professional equality within their company. This evolution was accompanied by
in-depth study and analysis of non-discriminatory evaluation of female-dominated
professions (Becker et al. 2013).3
In addition, the development of a market for expertise and advise on professional equality also attests to the increased stakes now associated with Responsabilité Sociale de l’Entreprise (Businesses’ Social Responsibility) as well as with the
quest for improved economic performance (Blanchard 2013). Alongside that, initiatives intended to create a climate of emulation among larger firms have also been
launched. An “Equality Label” was established in 2005 to provide recognition for
firms that show innovative action in that field. (A “Diversity Label” was established
in 2008 by the State and social partners to acknowledge the effective commitment
of firms and public organizations to prevent discrimination and promote diversity in
human-resource policies.) Since 2014, a prize list has been established of those large
firms that have noticeably increased the number of women in top executive positions
(Ethics and Boards, www. Ethicsandboards.com).
Finally, in 2012, the government launched in nine geographic regions the “Territoires d’excellence for professional equality” program, which led to the 2015 signing
of conventions for assisting small- and medium-sized businesses (Petites et Moyennes Entreprises, or PME)and very small businesses (Très Petites Entreprises, or

3
A national ombudsman, whose role also includes defending civil rights and children’s rights and to
work against discrimination.
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TPE)4 in moving toward equal pay, equal access to job training, facilitating returning to work after parental leave and improving employment opportunities (Le Quintrec and Baccou 2017). With a similar outlook, administrative bodies and public
agencies (Directions Régionales des Entreprises de la Consommation, du travail
et de l’emploi or DIRRECTE, Regional Directions for Businesses and Consumerism, Labor and Employment), délégations Régionales aux Droits des Femmes et à
l’Egalité (DRDFE, or Regional Delegations for Women’s Rights and Equality) took
the initiative of developing innovative actions to assist business firms in developing
tailor-made approaches to equality.
Feminist organizations had not been deeply involved in drafting or implementing the 1983 law relative to professional equality—which was seen at the time as
the unions’ prerogative (Picq 1993). Since then, organizations such as the Collectif national pour le droit des femmes (National Collective for Women’s Rights) and
Osez le féminisme (Dare to Be Feminist) have been more visible in protesting on
such issues as equal pay, the negative effects of part-time work and the gender gap
in pension plans (Mage 2010, 2012). The development and role of women-manager
networks should also be emphasized. While in the past they aimed to be “discreet”
(Laufer 1982), women managers now wish to be more “visible” as standard bearers
for aspirations to power and responsibility, and to be recognized as sources of proposals for women managers career development on the scale of firms or even industrial sectors (Laufer 2004; Blanchard et al. 2013). These networks display female
executives’ increasing capacity to “find a place for themselves within the cause of
women’s rights” (Bereni 2015).
A significant increase in the number of agreements and business action plans
A third dimension of progress achieved involves the surge in the number of collective agreements (and action plans coming from management) implemented by
companies, particularly larger firms. As the 2004 Accord national interprofessionnel (ANI—National Inter-Professional Agreement) shows, both employers and
unions now acknowledge that, above and beyond the obligation to negotiate that has
been imposed on them, professional equality is a legitimate goal that belongs on
their agendas and should be included as part of social dialogue (Laufer and Silvera
2004, 2006). While very few companies (the number was in the low thirties) took
advantage of the incentives for negotiating professional-equality plans in the 1983
law (Laufer 1992; Doniol-Shaw et al. 1989), the coercive measures in the 2001 law
and the fines instituted in 2010 led to an unequivocal increase in those programs. In
2009, 7.5% of businesses with a union representative had negotiated a professionalequality agreement; by 2016, 84% of firms with over 1000 employees (as opposed
to only 34% of those with 50–300) had launched a program of that type. Although
a few years ago, Amy Mazur had, not unfairly, described France as the land of
“symbolic reforms” in terms of professional equality (Mazur 2004), it seems that
4
PME are defined as businesses with fewer than 250 employees and annual revenue of under €50 million and TPE as those with fewer than 10 employees and annual revenue of under €2 million.
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a significant progress has been made since. This shows the legitimacy of the goal,
particularly in larger firms, while the context in small- and medium-sized businesses
(PME and TPE) remains much less favorable (Le Quintrec and Bacou 2017). Yet
even this progress is not without ambiguity, as the intensity of debate and criticism
about it shows.

Ambiguities and difficulties in implementing professional equality
Evaluating the implementation of professional equality leads us to focus on at least
four major difficulties: (1) ambiguity in strategies for trying to achieve professional
equality that are revealed by analyzing agreements and action plans; (2) debates
related to the way those agreements and action plans are justified; (3) the complexity of the evolution in the collective-bargaining system and, lastly, (4) the low level
of judicial activism that characterizes the application of anti-discriminatory laws in
France and the issues that that situation raises in terms of the interaction between
legislative reformism, judicial activism and approaches to achieving equality that
are negotiated between concerned parties (employers, unions, the administration).
Evaluating the contents of agreements and action plans: ambiguity
of the strategies to achieve professional equality
Since 1983, there have been several generations of professional-equality agreements.
They have displayed different approaches to trying to achieve equality. Nevertheless,
a range of studies have emphasized their limits in terms of effectively achieving it.
The thirty-odd “equality action plans” negotiated shortly after the 1983 law all
followed an “affirmative action” mindset. Those “equality action plans,” which were
backed with financial aid from the government, focused mainly on training aimed at
increasing a limited sample of female employees’ job prospects and access to more
qualified jobs. It should be pointed out that they tended to be arranged by management rather than the unions, except for the Confédération Française Démocratique
du Travail (CFDT)* (Laufer 1984, 1992).
This approach’s limits have been emphasized (Doniol-Shaw et al. 1989). One of
the basic features of these action plans was the pragmatism of their orientation. The
training programs intended to be a concrete response to necessary evolutions then
confronting those businesses in terms of their production technologies and business
operations. Only a small number of selected employees were involved, only those
women—be they blue or white collar—who were believed to have a chance of successfully completing the training program and moving on to better jobs. This took
place at the expense of the other women, who were believed to have less “potential”
and who were, therefore, stuck in less-skilled and/or precarious employment. The
program therefore fell well short of the idea of “equality for all women” (Laufer
1984, 1992). Moreover, being strictly focused on training, these approaches did not
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aim to explore the full range of human-resource policies and practices involved in
creating gender disparity in the workplace.
Another approach for achieving equality was at the core of the 2001 law, which
established a requirement for management and unions to negotiate on the topic
of professional equality. Internal agreements signed within the framework of the
Accord National Interprofessionnel (ANI) of March 1, 2004, were based on a more
global approach to integrating equality as an objective into a range of employment
policies and practices. Based on statistical data in the Rapports de Situation Comparée (RSC), the idea was now to integrate an equality objective into every aspect
of employment: hiring, training, promoting, wages, balancing work and family, work
conditions, etc. Above and beyond those measures, the point was also to use “affirmative action” to try to reduce the structural inequalities—including job segregation,
differing career paths and the undervaluing of “women’s work”—that are at the root
of wage inequality.
Several studies (Laufer and Silvera 2006; Rabier 2008; Conseil Supérieur de
l’Egalité Professionnel 2014; Charpenel and Pochic 2017) have emphasized the limitations of many of the “second wave” agreements implemented since 2001—most
of them since 2012, when the threat of sanctions came into effect. In a 2004 study
of some forty-odd agreements signed in large firms, most of them refer to all the
facets of employment raised in the 2004 ANI, but too few of them included affirmative actions and corrective measures with quantitative targets in response to the disparities observed (Laufer and Silvera 2006). What’s more, too many of them only
settled for restating the law and promising to comply with the principles of equal
treatment and non-discrimination in various fields without presenting an action plan.
While some agreements did include a thorough statistical analysis of RSC (Comparative Situation Report), a study of 380 agreements signed since the law of March
23, 2006, relative to wage equality (Rabier 2008) clearly shows that the RSC reports
are rarely written or used as intended, i.e., as tools for identifying and quantifying
inequalities and discriminations. Hence, the comparative situation report continues
to be a stumbling block for most of the concerned parties.
In a recent study5 of 186 texts (agreements or action plans) signed in 2014 and
2015, the authors of the study highlight the risk that the increased number of agreements and action plans—due in particular to the threat of fines since 20126—will
only lead to “empty shells.” Those ineffective reports are characterized by boilerplate text, difficulty in objectifying the structure of gender inequality and generally
low budgets allocated to equality issues. Moreover, many projected measures tend to
prioritize women executives and breaking the glass ceiling at the expense of actions

5

“L’égalité professionnelle est-elle négociable? Enquéte sur la qualité et la mise en oeuvre d’accords
et de plans égalité femmes-hommes élaborés en 2014-2015, study carried out by DARES, (Direction de
l’animation de la recherché, des études et des statistiques) (Directorate for research, studies and statistics) coordinated by Sophie Pochic(dir), Delphine Brochard, Vincent-Arnaud Chappe, Marion Charpenel,
Hélène Demilly, Susan Milner and Marion Rabier.
6
By June 2016, only 106 companies had been fined, according to a note from the Direction Générale du
Travail (Labor Directorate) for the CSEP (National Advisory Board on Professional Equality) meeting of
June 15, 2016, quoted by Binet in Travail, Genre et Société, issue April 3, 2017.
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aimed at helping other categories of women (whether blue or white collar) and the
issues they encounter in terms, particularly, of precarious employment and atypical
schedules. Finally, the authors (Charpenel, Demilly and Pochic 2017) also highlight
the fact that the projected measures frequently fall within the framework of “individualized personnel management measures”—like annual performance reviews—
to the expense of more complex and “costly” collective actions, such as eliminating
indirect discrimination in terms of career development, work schedules, precarious
employment or re-evaluating wages for traditionally female jobs.
Referring to the limitations to the respective agreements negotiated at different
stages since the 1983 law leads to highlighting the breadth and depth of the difficulties related to defining an approach to professional equality within a given organization. How can we improve qualitative and quantitative diagnostic studies of the gender gap and the ways they are used? What interaction should be aimed for between
applying the law and collective bargaining in terms of professional equality? What
balance should be found between focusing on equal treatment, equal opportunity and
substantial equality? How much focus should be placed on dealing with direct discrimination and how much on indirect; and what are the concrete stakes for each of
those approaches? How can an integrated approach to equality, i.e., mainstreaming,
interact with an approach based on quantitative targets and affirmative action? What
respective roles should be granted to integrating the principles of equal treatment
and equal opportunity into human-resource policies and practices and/or “affirmative action” intended to have a profound impact on structural inequalities: wage gap,
undervaluing traditionally female jobs, career paths, effect of part-time work and
precarious work? Also, how can we ensure that what’s at stake in terms of equality
concerning different categories of women does not lead to a “competition” between
them with the risk of favoring some women at the expense of others?
These questions remain, and they echo the difficulties in evaluating the benefits
of agreements and action plans, as well as in creating consensus around the different
approaches to achieve equality (Laufer and Silvera 2017). At the most basic level,
evaluating these agreements from the standpoint of their compliance with the law,
their “methodological” rigor and their contents is clearly necessary [Conseil Supérieur de l’Egalité Professionnelle (CESP) 2014].7 The evaluation should take into
account the different aspects addressed—recruitment, training, balancing work and
family, and real compensation seem to be the most commonly chosen among the
eight choices presented in the law—as well as the presence or absence of quantitative progress-monitoring indicators and goals for each aspect (CSEP 2014).
At the next level, it seems appropriate to carry out sociological studies in selected
organizations and firms to evaluate the concrete impact and lasting effect of different
methods of trying to achieve equality and dealing with discrimination that appear in
these agreements (DARES 2018). Finally, at a third level, a more “political” evaluation—one that would explore the agreements’ contributions, or absence thereof,
where gendered inequality and social inequality interact, would also be useful. What

7
This study refers specifically to the texts of 20 agreements concluded in 2012 and 2013 in companies
with between 50 and 300 employees, in the greater Paris area.
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is the impact of collective agreements and action plans dealing with professional
equality on the undervaluing of traditionally female jobs, on precarious work or on
the issue of access to employment for certain categories of women who remain at
the outskirt of the labor market?
Conflicting justifications for professional equality
The development of approaches to achieving professional equality—including
agreements, action plans and quotas for women in boards of directors—has been
accompanied by debates about the evolving justifications for those approaches. Initially aimed at correcting the injustice women have historically been subjected to,
those justifications, in France as elsewhere, have come to focus more and more on
the idea of the approaches’ contribution to economic performance.
Indeed, even before the issue of workplace equality between men and women had
been raised, liberalism had been led to justify the presence of women in workplaces
through the advantages associated with their “feminine qualities,” as well as through
their lower wages … based on a lower value being placed on those self-same feminine “qualities” (Guilbert 1966).
Alongside that, in France, the first labor laws referring specifically to women
and mothers were concerned essentially with protecting women’s role in the home
and as mothers. That context contributed to reinforcing women’s inequality in the
workplace, as they were seen to be “handicapped” by their maternal role and more
“costly” to companies because of the “absenteeism” inherent to protecting motherhood (Laufer 1998).
In the 1960s, policies aimed at fighting the gender gap and discrimination against
women were dominated by a confrontation between formal legal recognition of
the principle of equality and the profoundly inegalitarian reality that was being
denounced, particularly by the Comité du Travail Féminin (Revillard 2016).
Starting in the 1980s, the inclusion of professional-equality policies in the field of
corporate responsibility and as a field for union negotiation, tended increasingly to
justify these politics on the ground of their contribution to the social responsibility
of the firms and to their economic performance [(CAE) Conseil d’analyse économique 1999; Achin et al. 2004; Landrieux-Kartochian 2005; European Commission—
DGV 1994)].
For governmental bodies in charge of professional equality, the idea was to promote a justification that seemed more “positive” and “modern” than making up for
historic inequalities. In any case, businesses refused to assume responsibility for
them (Laufer 1992).
The argument that professional-equality policies contribute to economic performance could seem to be quite a consensual one; indeed, a great many preambles to
agreements signed between employers and unions bear witness to that (Laufer and
Silvera 2006; Rabier 2008). Still, what’s at stake in this debate must not be ignored:
implementing professional equality is generally fraught with tension between two
different logics: the application of legal principles (equal treatment, equal opportunity, eliminating discrimination) based on women’s fundamental right to equality; as
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opposed to the managerial mindset, which justifies equality policies in the name of
economic efficiency and competitiveness (Bender 2004; Laufer 2009; Bereni 2009).
That situation leads some researchers and social actors to oppose the businesscase model for professional equality, which extols equality and diversity policies
in terms of organizations’ performance “Enlisting the economic argument paves
the way for justifying discrimination if it can be shown that in some cases, it costs
more to fight it than to accept it” (Périvier 2017). Discrimination must, therefore,
be attacked in the name of equality and of justice, and on that righteous basis only
(Senac 2015).
However, it is possible to take the position that those two justifications for equality policies—economic performance and justice—are not necessarily contradictory.
As Jean Gadrey emphasizes, “while the economization of everything, from the value
of nature to the price of human life” is reprehensible, and while equality is a worthy goal in and of itself, the question remains of whether equality, or the goal of
equality, might not also be good for other, more general goals—public health; full
high-quality employment; environmental protection; civil rights—which can constitute arguments “in favor of the cause of equality. If it can be reasonably demonstrated that in some fields, equality between men and women brings advantages,
why should we deprive ourselves of that?” (Gadrey 2016).
Difficulties related to the evolution of collective‑bargaining rules on the issue
of professional equality
Though the negotiated agreements do not establish specific quantitative results that
must be achieved, but rather, require adopting “measures heading in the right direction” (Miné 2017), negotiating collective agreements has been considered as an
essential vector to compel and persuade firms and social partners to comply with the
law and for drafting approaches to equality that are adapted to the context of different industries and different companies (CGT 2017).
Nevertheless, the limits of “negotiated equality” have now come to the fore. As
we have just emphasized, a number of controversial issues have been raised concerning the ways in which collective agreements or corporate action plans allow
to progress toward effective equality. Following the recent reforms of work laws in
France, another important issue has come to the forefront which concerns the impact
of the recent changes in the rules of collective bargaining in France on negotiating
professional equality (Laufer and Silvera 2017).
These changes concern first the specific scope of professional-equality collective
agreements and second the general evolution of collective-bargaining legal rules in
a context of the “liberal turn” which inspires the policy of the new government since
the election of the new president Emmanuel Macron.
The recent connection made in the June 2013 Accord national interprofessionnel8
between negotiations concerning professional equality and those relative to Qualité
8

Companies’ annual negotiations about professional equality and QVT must now address not only professional equality but also such themes as balancing work and personal life, hiring handicapped employees, employees’ freedom of speech, the right to “disconnect” relative to digital tools and more.
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de Vie au Travail (QVT) is controversial. Some concerned parties—both employers and unions—who prone “mainstreaming professional equality by integrating the
issue into all topics discussed,” see it as an opportunity (Marchal 2017). For others,
(Binet 2017), on the contrary, the connection creates a risk that the egalitarian frame
of reference will be diluted in a larger set of negotiation topics, particularly the question of balancing work and personal life, which is only one dimension of professional equality between men and women.
As for recent evolutions in collective-bargaining legal rules, the debate is focused
on the hierarchy of norms—law, collective agreements negotiated by industrial or
service sectors, i.e., “branch” collective agreements, agreements negotiated by specific companies—that is specific to French labor law, and on companies’ possibility
for infringing on that hierarchy due to the increased important granted to intra-company agreements. In this new context, sectors’ prerogatives in terms of professional
equality have nevertheless been preserved, as individual companies’ agreements
may not include measures that are less favorable than those drawn up at the sector’s
level. The protection granted in this way is not optimal, however, insofar as negotiations by sector sometimes lead to exemptions from laws aiming for professional
equality.
Hence, for example, the law of June 14, 2013, about secure employment established a minimum of 24 h a week for part-time work. This was meant to eliminate
part-time positions with very few hours, an issue that women are disproportionately
affected by. Yet multiple exemptions from that legislative tool have sprung up following sector-by-sector negotiations. Thus, in some sectors, companies that choose
to align themselves with the sector agreement do not in fact comply with the legally
established minimum of 24 h (Miné and Silvera 2015).
As for the rules that organize negotiations for professional equality at the firm’s
level, which, according to the law, are supposed to take place annually in the absence
of an agreement, companies can now modify that calendar, with the unions approval.
Now, negotiations have to take place every 4 years minimum, while management’s
action plan must still be carried out annually (absent an agreement). Otherwise the
company may be subject to a penalty. In companies with fewer than 50 employees,
negotiations can take place without the presence of a union representative.
Finally, some changes deal with the various elected bodies and role of union representatives in the firms, according to the size of the firm. The fusion, in companies
with more than 11 employees, between three previously distinct bodies representing
employees (the DP, CE, CHSCT)9 into a single body: the Comité Social et Economique (CSE—Social and Economic Committee)—also entails risks in terms of implementing professional equality in small companies. While companies with more than
300 employees must have a specific commission dedicated to health, safety and
work conditions within the CSE, companies with fewer than 300 employees may let

9
DP: Délégué du personnel (shop steward or union representative); CE: comité d’entreprise (works
council, which manages a budget based on a percentage of total payroll for activities like sports, culture,
travel); CHSCT: comité d’hygiène et de sécurité et conditions de travail (workplace health and safety
committee).
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those issues fade into the background. In addition, for companies with fewer than 11
employees, which do not, therefore, have a Comité social et économique—the law
says that agreements proposed by management can be submitted directly to a vote
by personnel without prior negotiation with union or personnel representatives. The
old, more coercive negotiation framework is being weakened in favor of allowing
the concerned parties to negotiate their own rules.
Little judicial activism in fighting discrimination
According to the annual OIT–Défenseur des Droits10 survey (carried out in 2015),
34% of the labor force—i.e., people who are either employed or seeking employment—says that, in the last 5 years, they have been discriminated against in their
professional lives on the basis of sex, age, pregnancy or motherhood, ethnicity, religious beliefs, handicap or health issues. The survey specifies that, “the fact of being
a woman, in the ‘halo’ of motherhood, of being a young man with a non-European
background, or of being in a situation of disability, appears to be associated with a
particularly high level of experiences of unequal of discriminatory treatment.”
Yet despite this powerful perception of discrimination on the basis of sex and/or
motherhood, far fewer complaints are filed on that basis than on the basis of ethnicity or handicap: only 7.8% of complaints filed concern sex discrimination, 23.7%
concern ethnicity or origins and 20.8%, disability (OIT—Défenseur des droits
2015). This situation leads to reflect upon what could be called “internalized sexism” (Lesné 2017). Internalizing gender norms could lead women to downplay or
understate sexist discrimination relative to racist discrimination.
In France, unlike what happened in the USA, the development of anti-discrimination law did not lead to a noticeable increase in “judicial activism,” even though that
is an “essential element in mobilizing the law” (Benichou et al. 2009). This is all the
more regrettable in that cases which go to court—whether that means the Court of
Justice of the European Union or a court in France—are an ideal way to grasp the
concrete impact of the principles of non-discrimination and equal treatment, as well
as the practices and representations that result in these discriminations. That is what
two recent cases showed. One concerned the non-respect of the rights of a part-time
executive in the banking sector upon her return from parental leave.11 The other,
the wages of a human-resources manager, and non-compliance with the principle of
comparable worth, or pay equity, i.e., equal pay for substantially equal work (Lanquetin 2010a, b; Silvera 2011).
Recent cases have enabled progress, which was highlighted by Emmanuelle
Boussard-Verrecchia (2016), in the judicial treatment of discrimination on the
basis of sex. Changes in burden-of-proof standards have benefited from growth in

10
The 5117-person survey sample is representative of the population of Metropolitan, or European
France (TN, i.e., excluding overseas territories, regions, collectivities and New Caledonia). Discrimination in the professional sphere was analyzed for members of the labor force only (3556 people).
11
Parental leave, which is optional, can be taken by either parent and is distinct from maternity leave,
which is mandatory, and for women only.
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the comparative method by group that was first used to shed light on discrimination against union representatives—elaborated by François Clerc from the CGT and
transposed to discrimination on the basis of sex. The female employee’s situation is
compared to those of other employees who started out with equivalent, if not identical situations in order to see whether or not their career advancement was comparable. However, as Emmanuelle Boussard-Verrecchia points out, the evaluation
of damages based on the comparative method leads to very low compensation payments. It can be more cost-effective for an employer to wait to be sued than to take
the initiative of talking preventive measures.
Currently, lawsuits for discrimination most often come from management-level
women in large firms. Their situation enables them to find out about their rights
and/or to get support from a union. Much remains to be done for other categories
of women workers to obtain access to justice [Lemière (ed.) 2013]. Emmanuelle
Boussard-Verrecchia highlights the role that class-action suits could have. Not only
are they likely to increase the success rate, by making it easier to prove discrimination (thanks to the higher number of similar cases presented to the same judge),
they also raise the financial stakes for companies that continue their discriminatory
practices. Finally, when a collective agreement about female/male equality has been
signed, it can make it possible, when an individual suit has been filed (for discrimination on the basis of being a union representative, for example) to also file a second
complaint, for non-compliance with the collective agreement relative to female/male
equality.
Difficulties related to concerned parties’ lack of resolve
Implementing professional equality depends on political resolve and motivation
among all concerned parties. Yet those parties’ ambivalence is blatant in France,
where professional equality does not always appear to be a high-priority goal.
Several examples of this situation can be provided. It should first be noted that
public-employment policy has not, broadly speaking, acted as a lever for equality between women and men. During the 1960s and 1970s, when women’s access
to paid employment was seen as a condition of their social autonomy, the earliest
measures focused on single mothers, offering employment assistance and protection which took into account issues that specifically affected women (Fouquet 2005).
Later on, employment measures aimed at specific “target groups”: the unemployed,
people over 50, the handicapped, single-parent (mostly women) benefits being integrated as one of the target groups. This approach did not integrate a gender-equality objective into these policies’ implementation. At the European Union level, the
various national employment-action programs (1998, 1999, 2000) had established
a framework for a voluntaristic policy based on quantitative targets concerning the
participation of women in various training programs or concerning the rise of the
share of women on the labor market, but those were dropped starting in 2005. It
was assumed that the guidelines would be integrated into national employment policies. The report coordinated by Lemiére (2013) for the Ministry of Women’s Rights
highlights the need to improve the efficiency of employment policies aimed at those
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women who fail to get access to the labor market particularly by pairing these occupational integration policies with numerical goals for the proportion of women concerned by the various measures.
During the 1990s, the implementation of policies encouraging the development
of part-time work (Maruani and Nicole 1989) illustrates the problems the State runs
into in terms of making professional equality a cornerstone of its action. Those policies’ main goal was to allow for greater flexibility in work schedules. Flexibility,
which is seen as making a positive contribution to the economy, also has a secondary goal of seemingly providing better “balance” between work and family [Maruani and Nicole 1989; Kergoat 1984; Maruani 2016; Angeloff 2000; Lemière (ed.)
2013]. In fact, the State proved itself to be powerless to define rules or practices that
would counterbalance the negative consequences of part-time work, which is usually
a default option, rather than a real “choice,” and is generally poorly paid.
By the same token, balancing professional-equality policies with pro-family policies has been a long-standing bone of contention between French “feminism” and
“familialism.” The early history of women’s rights in France was characterized by
an inegalitarian, protectionist logic associated with women’s maternal role. The
increase in the share of women entering the labor market was seen as confronting
them with “contradictory injunctions” (Commaille 2001; Revillard 2016).
The 2014 reform of parental leave—which reduced the maximum duration from
3 years for either parent (TN: in reality, the mother, 96% of the time) to 2 years for
one parent and one for the other—shows a certain political will to establish more
egalitarian concerns for work-family “balance.” However, the low allowance for
parental leave (well below minimum wage), which creates a de facto dis-incentive
for men taking it, reveals the limitations of government action on that score. Indeed,
pro-family measures12 that supposedly allow women to better balance work and
family often tend to reinforce a traditional division of labor and even go so far as
to represent an incentive for unskilled women to leave the labor force (Laufer 2014;
Lépinard and Lieber 2015).
As an another example of the State’s pusillanimity on the issue of professional
equality, the law of August 17, 2015, on social dialogue and employment, known
as the “Rebsamen Act,” aimed to do away with some coercive measures related to
negotiations about professional equality, particularly those concerning the RSC, the
Rapport de Situation Comparée. Despite all the issues involved with creating and
using them, those reports do express a certain recognition of the different sectors
‘and firms’ roles in the creation and in the corrections of gender inequality. The only
silver lining to that government initiative was the feminist and union mobilization it
prompted, which led to maintaining the report, although it now has to be extracted
from the larger BDES (Base de Données Economiques et Sociales de l’Entreprise,
“The Company’s Social Database”).

12
These measures include, most notably, the complément libre choix d’activité (“free-choice of activity
allowance”), which allows one parent of a child under the age of 3 either to go part-time or to stop working, and the congé parental d’éducation (“parental leave for education”) which offers parents the right to
take a break in their career or to reduce their work hours.
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As far as larger firms go, their presence on the professional-equality scene is
a result of the combined effect of judicial coercion, the threat of fines and arguments based on economic performance and/or social responsibility (RSE) for the
firms. Various initiatives taken to define best practice in terms of professional equality by the MEDEF (Mouvement des Entreprises de France, or French Businesses’
Guild)13—which was led by a woman, Laurence Parisot, for 8 years—bear witness
to a desire to place companies’ actions in an “equality = good performance” perspective. Nevertheless, businesses’ approaches can correspond to differing degrees of
real commitment and motivation. As mentioned earlier, some companies are more
inclined to improve human-resource management practices by integrating the principles of equal treatment and non-discrimination (Chaintreuil and Epiphane 2013)
than they are to take “costly” steps, whether that means modifying policies and criteria for detecting (women) executives “with potential” (Laufer 2005; Guillaume
and Pochic 2007; Charpenel et al. 2017), or fixing structural inequality related to the
wage gap or the effects of part-time work on the salaries and careers of those women
concerned by it.
As for the unions, they show increasing involvement with the goal of professional
equality (Silvera 2005). In the best-case scenario, the issue has been mainstreamed
into a wide range of demands and negotiations. Still, the studies available on the
subject highlight the problems unions encounter in this area. These include the continued existence of a very “masculine” attitude and atmosphere in some industrial
sectors’ unions; the low numbers of women in the negotiation process; the impact
of discrimination against militant union representatives, which limits their commitment to this issue and others, particularly in small- and medium-sized businesses;
the low quality of the information transmitted by management; union representatives’ limited level of expertise in professional-equality issues (FETE 2013; CERTOP 2015; Laufer 2014; Guillaume et al. 2015).
In that context, the advantages of developing strategies (comparable to those
developed within the framework of the Territoires d’Excellence program mentioned
above) that assist small- and medium-sized businesses (PME and TPE) in this process cannot be overstated. They are particularly needed because PME and TPE tend
to be short on both human-resource management tools and union representatives or
activists. The idea would be to define a framework for cooperation between academics and union representatives in order to carry out field research that could help
identify the strategies best adapted to companies’ situations, and the demands that
are most likely to lead to a successful outcome in the short term (CERTOP November 2015).

13
Le MEDEF (Mouvement des entreprises en France) is an organization that represents French businesses. This “bosses’ union” has a significant voice in French social debates despite its relatively low
representativeness: 95% of its members are PME (small- or medium-sized businesses). A woman, Laurence Parisot, was at the head of the MEDEF for 8 years, and the president of the social-and-managerial
innovation committee is also a woman, one who is known for her firm commitment to gender equality.
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Concerns for the future of professional equality
By focusing exclusively on the issue of inequality between women and men, there
is a risk of neglecting issues raised by the issue of inequality between women. This
leads us to consider three points: first, to what extent are professional-equality policies likely to reinforce inequality between women; second, a specific analysis of
the situation of inferiorized categories, and third, intersectionality, or the way in
which women can be subjected to multiple forms of discrimination. The first question is whether policies that favor professional equality contribute to “equality for all
women,” or whether they actually contribute, in their own way, to the “bipolarization” of the category of women and to increasing inequality between them. Several
studies highlight the “selective” (Laufer 1984, 2005) and/or “elitist” (Jacquemart
et al. 2016) dimension of those policies that select within different categories—bluecollar women, clerical workers and middle management, senior executives (Laufer
1984, 2005) and senior-level public-sector employees (Jacquemart et al. 2016)—
those “high potential “women who will benefit from professional-equality schemes.
The same is also true in how policies based on quotas are applied, insofar as quotas are, inherently, applicable to only a limited number of women (Laufer and Paoletti 2015). Hence in the public sector, quotas concerning senior-level positions act
“superficially,” leaving the obstacles faced by other categories of management-level
women, such as internal-promotion policies and the geographic-mobility requirements that are associated with them, unchanged (Jacquemart et al. 2016).
Concerning the selection of senior-executive women, the “privileged treatment”
they receive in many firms through equal opportunity programs compared to other
less privileged categories of women should not hide the gender disparities to which
they are subjected within their own professional category (Laufer and Fouquet
1997). While equality acquired that way does fall within the “meritocratic” logic of
recognition of ability, the price to pay in terms of aligning to male norms should not
be ignored. Still in a minority at the top, and often obliged to “prove their worth,”
women in that situation are often unable to effect real change to a number of masculine norms that hold sway. One of those norms is the notion of “24/7 availability,”
which they have to subject themselves to if they hope to be included among “the
lucky few” (Laufer 2005; Jacquemart et al. 2016). Hence, although they are indeed
privileged, women in senior positions continue to be confronted with the inegalitarian mindsets that still rule social relationships between the sexes.
A second question concerns taking the situation of women assigned to undervalued, traditionally female jobs into account. Correcting the gender wage gap that is a
feature of traditionally female jobs is not sufficiently high on the concerned parties’
agendas, despite the fact that some progress has been made in terms of how the
factors at the root of the wage gap are analyzed (Becker et al. 2013). Consequently,
the principle of “comparable worth” or equal pay for “substantially equal work” is
rarely applied in France (Silvera 2014). The situation is quite different in Quebec,
where that principle has opened a large field of action for advancing pay equity
between men and women.
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A third question concerns the interactions between policies that favor professional
equality and policies that work against other forms of discrimination. Gender disparities and workplace discrimination on the basis of sex have long been acknowledged
in France (Laufer 2009). The focus on it has justified State feminism. On the other
hand, France has been, and to a great extent still is, in a state of “denial” about other
equally illegitimate forms of discrimination, particularly on the basis of ethnicity
and “race” (Simon 2004; Fassin 2012).
For historical reasons tied to the French interpretation of the concept of citizenship, it is not legal to record religion, ethnicity or racial origins in official statistics.
This state of affairs singularly complicates the establishment of effective policies
for fighting discrimination on the basis of any of those factors. In the past, feminist
academics tended to focus more on the intersection between class and gender. More
recently, however, their work has shown increasing recognition of the relevance of
the ethno-racial dimension for feminist theory, leading them to take the interaction
of different causes for discrimination—particularly sex, race, social class and multiple discriminations—into account. Taking this multiplicity into account means
choosing to no longer be blind to the range of types of both direct and indirect discrimination to which women are subjected (Lanquetin 2009; Eberhard et al. 2017;
Lépinard 2014, 2015).

Conclusion
The implementation of policies favoring professional equality in France has not
been linear, nor has progress been systematic. Forty years after the Roudy Act, the
situation remains profoundly ambivalent. Progress toward equality has constantly
been confronted with challenges: in terms of the law and the different definitions
of equality, of recognizing the various types of discrimination, of conflicts between
different justifications for achieving equality, of the dynamics of social dialogue, of
the lack of resolve on the part of certain concerned parties, of the selective and/or
elitist character of many equality policies. This assessment could be the basis for a
reminder of how urgent both debate and action on this subject are. While the goal of
professional equality between men and women is now considered consensual among
concerned parties, its implementation is still a struggle.
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Abstract This article aims to better understand the mechanisms and concerned
parties involved in the managerialization of public policies in favor of equality between women and men in France. In order to achieve that, it describes the
implementation of an “equality plan” by a regional administration. It appears that
this particular equality plan was shaped by diverse appropriations performed by the
administrators who worked on it, as well as by a bureaucratic logic related to the
guidelines for modernizing local and regional administrations. The recent expansion
of professional-equality policies should be understood through the lens of this institutionalized tension. This evolution tends to depoliticize gender policies and to contribute to a managerial interpretation of equality.
Keywords Gender policies · Male–female equality · Equality between women
and men · Professional equality · Managerialization · Depoliticization · New Public
Management
February 11, 2011: In the reception rooms of a Regional Council, a hundred or so
women and men, representatives of educational and community service-oriented
non-profits from the region have been invited for the public launch of the “male–
female equality plan.” The ceremony emphasizes both the project’s determination and its scope, announcing, “The Region Is Swinging into Action!”. The plan
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includes objectives as broad as “heading for greater gender balance in all forms of
governance,” “developing a culture of equality,” and “fighting against stereotypes in
all policies.”1 The idea is to modify practices and representations both in regional
public policies and within the institution itself. In order to conceive and implement
this plan, the region plans to establish a network of “equality coordinators” in its
various services.
This equality plan’s original objectives reflect the spread of the principle of gender mainstreaming in male–female equality policies in France. Unlike sector-specific equality policies, this method consists in integrating the principle of equality
into all public policies (Verloo 2001; Jacquot 2008; Dauphin and Sénac-Slawinski
2008). The French appropriation of this method, which was retranslated as approche
intégrée de égalité (“integrated approach to equality”) (Sénac-Slawinski 2006), is
frequently operationalized through the creation of inter-ministerial committees
(Revillard 2016) or by appointing coordinators in various local and regional administrative services (Junter and Kieffer 2006).
The plan is also part of the significant increase in the number of equality policies
in France over the last few decades, particularly in terms of professional equality
(Laufer 2014). They are often based on collaborations between the national government and regional and local authorities (Perrier 2010). Showing initiative on that
subject can be a plus for local politicians, demonstrating their capacities in fields
that are seen as innovative (Arambourou 2012). This particular region’s initiative
can also be placed within the context of a more global evolution of the instrumentation of public-service action. Via the multiplication of charters and labels, gender
mainstreaming illustrates the growth of “soft instrumentation,” focusing on incentivizing measures and increasing in best practice rather than coercive directives. This
dual dimension, both regionalized and incentivized, turns the goal of equality into a
malleable theme that becomes fertile ground for varied local appropriations. Those
appropriations are what this paper will study.
The idea is also to analyze, through the prism of the implementation of a
male–female equality plan, how gender-based policies affect public-service action,
particularly when the “trans-sector” nature of those policies challenges the sectorization of that action (Muller 2008; Engeli and Perrier 2015), as well as organizations’ work practices.
Studies of the application of male–female equality within private companies
show that more and more often, the issue of equality is seen as a performance lever,
whether as a source of “diversity” in skills, an accelerator for innovation or a source
of legitimacy (Bereni 2009; Laufer and Paoletti 2010). This appropriation of equality by economic players contributes to building an “emerging space around the issue
of women’s access to economic power,” (Blanchard et al. 2013), and to disseminating a vision of equality that could be described as managerial (Amintas and Junter
2009), i.e., male–female equality seen essentially as something meant to participate
in rational and efficient operating of both specific organizations and the economy as
a whole.
1

“Launching the Charter” document, 11 February 2011.
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The idea of male–female equality as a lever for organizational change and efficiency is not limited to the private sector only; it has also caught on in public administration. Networks like Grandes Ecoles au Féminin2 (“Promoting Women from Top
Schools”) solicit advice about achieving equality from CEO’s of large companies
(Blanchard 2010). Other studies have also shown the evolution of public equality
policies, which are more and more often being subjected to economic imperatives,
particularly at the European level (Jacquot 2014).
In addition, gender mainstreaming, which evaluates public-service actions from
a gendered point of view, also falls within the context of administrations’ reflexivity. Typical of the “nation’s self-concern” (Bezes 2009) it favors efficiency. It can be
placed in the larger framework of New Public Management (NPM), i.e., a range of
practices and guidelines aimed at modernizing and rationalizing public administration (Bezes 2008; Bezes and Demazière 2011; Bezes 2012). Professional equality
policies aimed specifically at upper-echelon government positions are being developed as part of a modernization of public administration (Marry et al. 2015). Equality is also being emphasized by some high-ranking officials as a sign of rational
modernism (Jacquemart et al. 2016). In those cases as well, equality is considered
through the prism of organizational efficiency.
The idea here is to study the appropriation and uses of this “equality plan” by
administrative officials within a single environment (the network of equality coordinators established by the Regional Council), in order to show that this local interpretation
contributes to promoting a managerial vision of equality. Nevertheless, unlike studies
focusing on the appropriation of equality issues by business executives or high-ranking public officials (Blanchard et al. 2013; Jacquemart et al. 2016), the issue here is not
the propagation of “top-down” managerial equality rhetoric by parties who are wellenough placed to impose it by fiat. Instead, I will show that this redefinition of equality
runs through a wide range of strategic appropriations of the theme, emerging from
internal struggle and competition, in a specific work context within an organization.
I worked according to a methodology that is a well-established by now, which
consists in studying the government’s transformations both “in action” (Jobert and
Muller 1987) and “concretely,” (Padioleau 1982), by observing the work practices of
the parties tasked with implementing those policies. One particularity of this equality plan was its dual orientation, both internal and external. In addition to public policies implemented by the region, it also concerned the region’s own internal organization. It was meant to have an impact on work organization and on staff’s careers.3
The region, like other public administrations, was reacting to injunctions to apply
the same demands for equality to civil servants that it requires of private employers
(Milewski 2004; Edel 2013). Thus, the case studied here allows for observing how
an equality policy is applied, both by and within a public administration.
2
An alumnae/i association for several “Grandes Ecoles” (including ENA and HEC); which are prestigious, highly selective public schools whose graduates are groomed to enter both public and private
administrations.
3
In addition to its elected Assembly, the Regional Council includes a large body of staff working at
regional headquarters (1,900 staff members, of whom 1,700 are government employees, or civil servants).

278

C. Talbot

From that angle, I will show that public equality policies can be shaped by two
categories of factors: not only by the methods of the instrument established (intersectorial committee, network of volunteers), but also by the political arenas it opens,
where institutional and professional goals, competition between various services and
conflicts of legitimacy are played out. I will also contend that public administrations
contribute to the redefinition of equality as a managerial issue and to the promotion
of equality as access to economic power, not only due to porosity with the world of
business, but also because of mechanisms related to those organizations’ bureaucratic evolution.
This paper is based on a study performed in late 2014 and in 2015: the participants were a group of “equality coordinators” tasked with implementing the regional
equality plan. The network was made up of approximately two dozen people, from
different levels within the hierarchy (from project managers to heads of departments), some volunteers, others whose service had been requested by upper management. I was able to perform 14 interviews with the most involved coordinators.
The interviews were focused on their motivation for participating in the coordinators
network, how the work was going, and the obstacles they had run into, as well as
their own personal and career paths. In order to observe this task force’s work practices, I also spent about 30 h observing meetings and public events, in addition to
analyzing their working documents and minutes of their meetings since 2010. I also
included my own participant observation in my role as an activist. As the head of a
feminist organization, I participated in a number of consultations with equality-plan
experts (who will be introduced later), which provided me with access for observing
the evolution of the equality plan from its public launch in 2011 through its implementation until 2015. I was able to integrate this participant observation into the
study by objectifying it, through notes I took during meetings, as well as letters and
other documents that were exchanged.
The analysis will follow two main lines. To begin with, I will show how the
equality plan was shaped, right from the start and over the course of its evolution, by
issues of competition and legitimacy between the regional services and certain participants involved. In the second part, I will study the project’s appropriations by different participants. I will show that their uses of the project and their strategies both
contributed, albeit in different ways, to redefining equality in a managerial, technical
and depoliticized way.

Equality shaped by institutional implementation
Unevenly endowed equality policies
If we compare the equality plan’s very broad goals when it was launched4 to the
assessment performed in 2015,5 we notice a significant evolution: although the plan
4
5

Action plan for male–female-equality and fighting stereotypes, September 10, 2012.
Action plan assessment, working document for the coordinators’ meeting of February 20, 2015.
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as it was announced covered a broad spectrum of sectors concerned by public-service action, and declared its intention to work on cultural aspects, stereotypes and
representations, the final assessment focuses much more tightly on economics and
professional equality. In order to understand the evolution of the project’s scope and
contents, we need to look at how it was put into place and to identify the various
parties and regional services who were successively responsible for it.
When it was first launched, the equality plan was sponsored by the service in
charge of community services, the International and Regional Partnership Management Office (DPIR, see the flowchart, Fig. 1), which had no previous experience working specifically on that topic. In addition, at the time the plan was
launched, a series of regional actions on the theme of male–female equality was
already underway, principally under the aegis of the Economic Action Management Office (DAE) and the Continuing Education Management Office (DFP) (see
Table 1).
Shortly after the equality plan was launched, in 2011, the plan’s head coordinator invited representatives of all concerned management offices to the coordinators
meetings, but she had trouble getting anyone from the DAE or DFP—who were
running their own professional-equality actions within the framework of their own
specific programs—to attend. Those programs relied on a partnership between the
Regional Council, the national government and its regional services. Although the
possibility of using pre-existing actions as a springboard did exist, bridges between
the equality plan and those actions were not built until 2012. On the contrary, the
two projects seemed to be running along parallel and partially competing lines. But
they did not have the same regional resources available to them.
Right from the start, the parties involved in these various equality-themed projects have neither the same operational means and resources available to them,
nor the same expertise. As a somewhat side-lined office located in an annex of the
region’s headquarters, the DPIR received very little financing for the equality plan:
only scheduling and holding meetings are funded, actual implementation depends
on pre-existing means, as is often the case for gender-mainstreaming policies (Revillard 2016).
The head coordinator appointed by the DPIR to lead the equality-coordinators
group is a project manager who has been doing contract work for the region for
30 years. Most of her work has been in the field of communication, particularly for
the preceding Regional Presidents’ cabinets. She has no training on the issue of
equality, however. She will learn about it on the job during this mission. A recent
mission she performed for the Community Service Office led her to be involved in
funding applications for local non-profits. So she is counting on the non-profit network to be a driving force behind the equality-plan project, by creating an “expert
group” of non-profits involved with women’s rights, and tasking them with coming
up with a plan of action.
This coordinator’s resources were essentially her in-depth knowledge of the institution and her long experience within it, which allowed her to attract the support of
many of her colleagues, and to take advantage of the expertise of local activists.
She wrote the action plan that would be distributed in 2012. A sturdy document
composed of 51 sets of guidelines of extremely varying scope. Some, like the global
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communication policy, are very broad; others, like the guidelines for the annual
staff Christmas present, are much more limited. It covers all of the region’s fields
of activity, as well as its internal operations, but in practice, it is rarely referred to.
While the head coordinator presented the document as the result of cooperation with
the various departments, several coordinators informed me that they had not been
consulted—not even for the guidelines that referred specifically to their own departments.6 The initial document therefore came across as an incentivizing declaration
rather than a list of operational goals. Coordination work on the equality plan seems
therefore to have gotten off to a start with minimal resources and little oversight.
The coordinators for the Economics and Job Training office (DAE and DFP)
did not have specific experience on the issue of gender inequalities either. Neither
one had ever worked or been actively involved in organizations defending women’s
rights. What they did share, however, was a more technical than administrative background (experience in industry or job training) which brought them great depth of
expertise in terms of implementing projects with local economic players. Those
coordinators emphasized the equality plan’s seamlessness with their usual work:
This theme is practically a given when you work in job training. The issue is
actually integrated, it’s what our missions are about, because it concerns information about jobs, counseling young people, and acquiring professional credentials.7
The sense of seamlessness came more from the technicality of the subject than from
any actual attention paid to male–female equality in those services. Career guidance
for young women was seen by the coordinator essentially as career guidance, period,
without any specific gender slant. These administrators had their own specialized
means, including financing, local partnerships, and routine work practices. In a sense,
to hear them tell it, they didn’t need an equality plan to engage with the subject.
What’s more, the two projects did not benefit from the same political prestige.
The DAE and the DFP are both part of the delegation of the first (regional) VicePresident, a politician from the region’s Socialist majority who had been in office
since 1998. The scion of a prominent family of industrials, at age 62, he was also the
first Deputy Mayor of the region’s capital, delegate for economic development and an
elected representative of the association of municipalities, as well as being the head
of several major local business groups, particularly in the field of social and professional inclusion.
As for the equality plan, it fell under the aegis of an elected official from Europe
Ecologie-les Verts (the Green Party) in charge of Community Services, Decentralized Cooperation and International Relations. With a background as an education
activist, it was her first term in office. The equality plan had been initiated by her
predecessor in that delegation, who had certain ins and connections thanks to her
seniority in the position, but this young woman had only weak ties to the other
elected officials. This became blatantly clear when she described an equality-plan
6
Interview with the coordinators from the International Partnerships, High School and Youth departments (November 21, 2014, December 12 and February 18, 2015).
7
Interview with the Continuing Education equality-plan coordinator, November 27, 2014.
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Fig. 1  Flowchart of the regional services mentioned (2010–2015)

committee she had tried to create with other elected officials in order to propose
ideas to the equality coordinators:
Early on, there was a leadership committee, but we didn’t manage to make
it last. I wanted it to really make a difference. I can’t say that I succeeded,
because they’re still a bunch of “machos,” but there has been some progress.
Now they have to pronounce the words “male–female equality” at least once a
year. And during the budget negotiations, they have to hear us out.8

8
Interview with the Vice-President in charge of Community Srvice and International Relations, March
31, 2015.

“Gender Integration and Professional
Equality Charter”

Reference document

“Territoires d’excellence for Professional Equality Agreement”

2012

2011: Signature of the “European Charter for Equality of Women
and Men role in Local Life”
2012: Publication of the “Male–Female-Equality Action Plan”

Regional equality plan 2010–2015

Included in the Nation-Region plan
contractc

Broad commitment to supporting
programs in favor of equality

Included in the Regional Economic
Development Scheme

Budget

Means and methods

Evaluation

Assessing the situation
Developing a culture of equality within the Region
Increasing women’s participation in governance
Insisting on the necessity for equality in all partnerships
Communicating
Supporting actions in favor of male–female equality

Evaluation phase planned for each
separate project

Training, raising awareness, supporting entrepreneurs, etc.

An annual public event from 2011 to 2014: assessment and goals
Final assessment meeting in 2015

“Equality coordinators” group: 2 annual meetings, 20 attendees
per meeting on average
“Female experts” group (non-profits): 3 meetings in 2011
“Leadership” group (one female elected official, several coordinators): one meeting in 2012

€1,357,000 divided among 23 projects €30,000 for meetings run by a female contractor
One part-time, female coordinator

Supporting experiments concerning
professional equality

Decentralized branch of the National Education ministry

The Nation-Region contracts create a framework for national financing of major local projects, particularly those concerning town/regional planning and economic development; they are signed for a period of six years

c

b

Regional women’s rights and equality delegation and Regional Management Office for Business, Competition, Labor & Employment, under the aegis of the Prefecture
(regional administration)

a

Supporting equality within businesses

Goals

Institutions in charge National gov’t (DRDFE and
National gov’t (DRDFE and DIREC- Regional Council (DPIR)
DIRECCTEa), Regional Council
CTE), Regional Council (DAEDFP), Regional Board of Educationb
(DAE), Employment services (Nat’l
Employment Office, local branches),
professional-sector branches

2010–2014
2015–2018

Date

Table 1  The region’s male–female equality actions
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So, she had to rein in her political expectations as to the scope of the project, and
to settle for its existence for its own sake (as materialized in a budget item, however
small). More generally, her comment offers a glimpse of the low political legitimacy
the Assembly granted the issue, which one coordinator summed up this way: “They
think of the equality plan as the Greens’ pet project.”9
So, the equality plan was shaped primarily by the internal logic of the regional
administration. It was influenced by a bureaucratic logic. The initial existence of
several different projects reflected the competition between various regional departments for budgetary resources and maintaining their network of grass-roots partners
(non-profits, businesses and job training/continuing education centers). Like the
other projects that fall under the aegis of the Region’s “attractiveness” branch, the
equality plan did not get a lot of structural support. It was also caught in a political Catch-22: because the project was sponsored by a minority party in terms of
regional political influence, it had trouble imposing itself and could, therefore, be
more easily recuperated by a small number of participants.
This competition could be seen in different departments’ extremely uneven influence on the choice of policies implemented. In 2012, the DAE and DFP started
attending the equality-coordinator network’s meetings, gradually imposing their
point of view and framework on the issue.
A global equality policy takes on an economic slant
Equality coordinators meeting on February 20, 2015: The purpose of the meeting is to produce an assessment of the equality plan to include in the end-ofterm assessment.
A coordinator from the DFP presents a very detailed report on everything that
has been accomplished in terms of job training. Her presentation is technical,
studded with statistics and abbreviations, she talks for a rather long time.
Then comes the coordinator from Culture, who has no new accomplishments
to present. She reminds the group about a local cultural organization’s project,
which, for lack of funding, hasn’t been realized yet. Then she spends some
time explaining how hard it is to accomplish anything in her department, such
as integrating equality as a selection criterion for subsidies. She closes by
promising to achieve more the following year, by lowering her goals in order
to make them easier to attain (“we’re going to try to aim for something more
modest.”)
The Economic Action coordinator flaunts the success of new actions with
businesses and is congratulated by the head coordinator. (“You have integrated
the issue in a determined way”), who then goes on to present the failure of a
DPIR action (whose coordinator is absent).10

9
10

Interview with the DGS’s assistant, equality coordinator for Management, December 12, 2014.
Author’s observation of the equality coordinators meeting of February 20, 2015.
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The disproportion between the different departments in terms of the accomplishments they can boast of during these assessment meetings is striking. The minutes provide numerous, detailed lists of actions in the economic field. In the case
of the DAE and the DFP, the key concept of the discourse is seamlessness and
continuity: “We’re already doing that,” “pursuing that task,” and “preparing the
next action plan.” The same thing goes for the Human Resources and Planning
support offices, which run down their lists of accomplishments and plans for
more progress.
Community Services and Culture, on the other hand, have very few accomplishments to boast of. The DPIR says that she will take an inventory of the situation,
and the minutes of the meeting point out that “the persons present are not aware of
anything that has been done on the issue.”11
So the inequality of resources between regional departments has direct repercussions on the accomplishments within the framework of the equality plan, and on the
contents of the coordinators’ meetings. They turn into a competition for flaunting
results, while the departments who have the fewest achievements to boast of, attempt
instead to explain why they are lagging behind. It is worth noting that the latter do
not directly blame the regional institution for the lack of means at their disposal. The
coordinator for Culture, for example, explains the circumscribed nature of their projects on a lack of awareness among her department’s staff members and the cultural
organizations they work with, who “aren’t ready.” When the idea of making equality
criteria a condition for receiving subsidies is mentioned, she says, “Making it into a
criterion would be way too much changes.”
So the coordinators meetings, rather than offering support to beleaguered staff
members, or being a place where they could formulate a request for extra means or
tools, were actually an arena where existing inequalities between various regional
services reasserted themselves, revealing performance pressure that favored the
already better endowed.
Community service’s influence on the equality plan’s orientation was further
reduced in 2012, when the DGS moved the network’s head coordinator (which
was then made into a full-time position) to the Planning office (see the flowchart,
Fig. 1), whose mission is to focus on implementing innovation. From that point on,
a certain disengagement on the part of the head coordinator’s former colleagues,
particularly the coordinator for the DPIR, who stopped attending network meetings,
became apparent. The head coordinator also stopped organizing consultation meetings with local non-profits. Conversely, the DAE and DFP departments’ contributions to the equality plan expanded, eventually coming to represent the vast majority
of the achievements listed in the assessment report that would be published in 2015.
It seems like the original plan had been absorbed and replaced by the competing
project focused on economic and professional issues.
As the equality plan evolved, we can also see greater implication from the
(male) elected official in charge of Economic Action. The (female) official from

11

Minutes of equality coordinators meeting of February 18, 2014.
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Community Services who had taken responsibility for the project in the beginning
wound up being pushed to the sidelines.
It’s a struggle, but I think I have to put my ego aside […] I’m quite pleased
that other elected officials are getting involved. They’re not the ones who made
it happen, and they’re taking up a lot of space, because that’s what they’re used
to doing, but in a way, it’s all for the best. […] It’s good to let people take over,
the more people take over an issue you raised, the more impact that topic will
have, and the less you have to worry about it. I can legitimately hope that the
topic will be included in the regional Socialist Party’s next platform, without
my having to worry about it.12
The equality plan had become a prize, subject for political appropriation leading to
that young woman’s being dispossessed of both the work she did and her legitimacy
to lead the project. The way in which she came to terms with the situation shows that
responsibility for a project of this type remains dependent on relations between different political groups within the Regional Assembly. In this case, although Europe
Ecologie-les Verts are allies of the Socialist majority, they had a relatively subordinate stance.
So not only did the equality plan’s administrative and political weakness shape
its beginnings, it also wound up entirely reorienting the contents, reducing the project to little more than a professional equality program, focused on a few specific
regional-administration sectors.
Impossible transversality
- So what exactly was your job title?
- Complex project manager. [she laughs; we laugh] ‘What do you do?’ ‘I’m a
complex project manager…’ 13
Coordinating the coordinators group would turn out to be laborious throughout the
duration of the action plan. The head coordinator reported that she had tremendous
difficulty both in motivating the coordinators and in defending her and their legitimacy to various departments. The transversal work that would be required to truly
implement gender mainstreaming seems like mission impossible. Federating everyone and raising awareness among and acclimatizing departments with such radically
different methods of operation and work cultures seems quite arduous with the limited means allocated.
This is characteristic of the “fuzzy professions” (Jeannot 2005) created by the
development of mainstreamed public policies. The shape of the project depends
largely on the networks and resources the head coordinator can mobilize. With little
expertise on the topic herself, in search both of legitimacy and of operational means,

12
Interview with the Vice-President, delegate for Community Service and International Relations,
March 31, 2015.
13
Interview with the head coordinator of the coordinators network. April 16, 2015.
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it is understandable that she would turn away from the non-profit network that was
her original resource and lean more heavily on the departments that had means at
their disposal and accomplishments to vaunt, like the DAE and the DFP. The need
to supply this transversal project with solid foundations within the different departments contributed to reorienting it.
Upon returning from a leave of absence, in November 2014, the head coordinator
realized that she couldn’t bear her mission any more:
When I read my e-mail, I started to cry. I thought, this is pointless, and I don’t
have the strength for it any more. There is so much to do, and instead, we
sprinkle and spread things around so thinly… I need a sense of purpose, something I can commit to. I can’t go on like this.14
She then went on sick leave for several months, not going back to work until she was
appointed, with the support of her former colleagues in the Communication Office,
to a job that had nothing to do with equality. Her supervisor (the Deputy Head of the
Sustainable Development department) replaced her as acting head coordinator for
the equality plan, but the project was not renewed when elections led to a change of
majority in the regional assembly.
So implementing a transversal equality policy ran up against the regional administration’s methods of operations. Competition between administrators had repercussions on collective work practices, in the shape of performance pressure affecting
both the equality coordinators and their head coordinator. That impossible transversality was clearly expressed in her being unable to complete her mission.
It becomes clear that this male–female equality policy’s apparent change of orientation could not be attributed to political determination (or lack thereof) alone,
nor to a “top-down” imposition of an economic framework for equality. It actually
depended more on dynamics that go well beyond the framework of the equality
issue, and that make themselves felt in the bureaucratic operations and work practices within the institution.
Therefore, I propose at this point to observe more closely the appropriations and
uses made of the project by some of its promoters and sponsors. Depending on their
role within the institution, these men and women actually made radically different
strategic use of the equality stakes. Those uses all contributed to redefining equality
in a more managerial form.

Diverse appropriations that flesh out managerial equality
Equality: depoliticizing and technicalizing the stakes
We have seen that in the beginning, activist organizations’ input to the equality plan
was sought after. Indeed, one particularity of equality policies is that they are often
led from within a “women’s rights space” in which public administrations and social
14

Ibid.
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movements interact (Bereni 2012). Although those exchanges can lead to some progress, one corollary is that they tend to dilute the political dimension of what’s at
stake (Dauphin 2002).
This mechanism can be found in the “expert group” appointed by the region.
It included representatives of established women’s rights organizations as well as
ones from more recent structures working in the cultural sector. They attended three
meetings that left little or no trace in the action plan. Between the debates that took
place and the minutes that were used to establish an outline for the action plan, a
toning-down of the discourse can be observed. Only the most consensual terms from
the debates made it into the plan (“inequalities” and “(gender) balance” as opposed
to “sexism” and “patriarchy,” for example). The summaries also emphasize the subject’s institutional framework, through set phrases like, “encouraging the integration
of equality across-the-board.”15 After the consultation stage, the activist organizations were no longer involved, aside from being invited to the annual public events
providing updates on the equality plan’s achievements. The opening to a more militant point of view on the subject wound up being extremely limited, and a purely
administrative process would be emphasized instead.
It is understandable that the equality coordinators—none of whom had backgrounds in male–female equality activism, would favor a technical, administrative
definition of their work on equality. Asked to apply the principles established in
the action plan within their own sectors of activity, they—men and women both—
translates it, as we saw with the DFP, into the familiar terms of their day-to-day
work. But the technicalization and depoliticization of equality can also be a deliberate strategy of euphemistic reformulation of the stakes that deeply committed staff
members unabashedly acknowledge as a way of making sure their actions will be
accepted. Overall, the coordinators avoided any formulation of equality as mobilizing or socially conflictual issue. It’s quite perceptible in the vocabulary used:
Actually, for male–female equality—whether it’s men and women or boys and
girls - we go for consensus, it’s more upbeat. If you talk about sexism, stereotypes and the struggle against discrimination, it gets very negative right away,
it’s noticeable, and we don’t communicate that way. That’s clearly not the kind
of talking points we give to elected officials.16
That euphemization, however, is more often performed by female coordinators than
male ones.17 Only one of the male coordinators happily described himself as “feminist,” the other, female, coordinators avoid the term, mobilizing consensual formulations about equality (“gender balance” for instance). That could be analyzed as
a strategy for avoiding “feminist stigma” (Émo 2009). Women working on equality policies are in fact often led to minimize the implications of their subject—and
its dimension of discontent and protest—in order to maintain their own legitimacy

15
Comparison between the notes I took in my role as a representative of a women’s-rights organization
and the minutes of the “experts” group meetings from May, June and October 2011.
16
Interview with the coordinator from the Youth office, November 27, 2014.
17
Men made up one quarter of the members of the equality-coordinators network.
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within the system in the eyes of their colleagues (Trat 2006). This is also true, or
even more so, within administrations that are directly involved with promoting
equality (Marry et al. 2017, p. 185). It seems to be more efficient for these women
to emphasize male–female equality as just another component of public policy,
another facet of equality in a democratic republic, than as a subject of struggle or a
battleground.
The coordinators also refer to the concept of systemic inequalities. While at first
glance, the term “systemic” may support an analysis in terms of a relationship of
domination, in the committee reports, it was used more as a synonym for “indirect,”
without ever identifying what the systemic mechanisms producing inequality that
could be challenged actually were. That formulation lead to a depoliticized definition of inequality, framing it as something outside of the social conditions that produce it or of the power relationships between gender-based social groups. In addition, there was an absence of acknowledgement of intersectionality: women were
referred to as a homogenous population, undifferentiated by social class, age or perceived race, and without internal conflicts.
The head coordinator’s choice of contractor to lead the early meetings also inculcated a technical, managerial vision of equality. After accepting bids from several
consulting firms (some specialized in the issue, others not), she went with a local
organization specialized in raising awareness about professional equality (which
offers training for businesses, local and regional administrations, and schools). The
moderator’s approach to equality was to vaunt it as a source of improved performance and efficiency. She used arguments like, “hire women to avoid uselessly
depriving yourself of qualified personnel.”18 Although she was a former feminist
activist, her discourse was not at all politicized. It fell well within the scope of the
utilitarian rhetoric that is so common among equality consultants for private businesses (Blanchard 2016), who emphasize a “pragmatic,” managerial framework for
equality over a struggle against sexist representations. So that outside consultant’s
intervention contributed to and even accentuated a reformulation of the equality plan
from an administrative, managerial point of view.
The DAE and DFP’s participation in the meetings contributed to technicalizing
the stakes by accentuating the importance of numerical evaluation for the committee. The need to produce a final assessment also meant numerically evaluating
the equality plan’s actions and impact. Other studies have shown that gender mainstreaming justifies the imposition of symbolic instruments objectifying the outcomes, figures and indicators, which make less rationally measurable realizations
even more invisible (Bruno et al. 2007).
But the different departments didn’t all have the same means available for evaluating their work. Professional-equality actions are included in the “economic development scheme” that the DAE produces annually, as well as in the evaluations that
are integrated into the “Territoires d’excellence” convention, while Community Services and Culture have neither a comparable way of reporting their efforts, nor the
financing to create one. Regional services for producing studies, like the Planning
18

Interview with the contractor for the equality council, November 30, 2015.
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department, do exist, but they were not called upon within the framework of the
equality plan. In addition, although the concept of gender budgeting was often raised
in meetings, the Budget department never joined the committee.
The impact that result evaluation would up having didn’t come from a clearly
stated requirement to provide statistical analysis, but rather from a default leaning
toward the best-documented projects, because they provided results that could be
announced clearly and simply.
So defining what’s at stake in equality was technicalized and depoliticized by
two different dynamics: the invisibilization of contentious points of view through
the elimination of parties whose discourse was militant or politicized, and strategies
involving the euphemization and technicalization of the discourse by the coordinators themselves, particularly for the purpose of making it more acceptable within
their own departments, as well as for highlighting their results and making them
more attractive. Both dynamics wound up contributing to a definition of equality
that can be described as managerial, insofar as it focuses on technical and administrative aspects to the detriment of cultural and political dimensions.
Having examined the strategies implemented by the equality coordinators, I will
now focus on the appropriation of the project by parties in charge of personnel management and work organization within this regional administration.
Equality: a way station to the modernization of government
At this point, we have to examine two aspects of the equality plan jointly: on the
one hand, the fact that it aimed to mainstream gender equality into all public policies, thereby shaking up how public-action work is sectorized, to a certain extent;
on the other, the fact that the plan also applies to the regional administration’s own
staff. Indeed, those two aspects share the idea of bringing a notion of reflexivity and
change to how work is organized. Those disruptive qualities were emphasized by
those in the upper echelons of the administration, particularly the General Director
of Services (DGS) and his assistant.
Careers in the upper echelons of civil service have evolved tremendously over
the past twenty years: with the growing focus on efficiency and appreciation for
partnership-based projects, managerial skills, project leadership and a capacity for
transversal management have taken on ever more importance (Roubieu 1994; Biland
2010, 2011; Bezes 2012). Administrators’ interest in and determination on the issue
of equality depends partly on the fact that it allows them to show off institutionalengineering skills and managerial acumen in the context of an administration that
places great value on the capacity to lead change.
In 2010, when the equality plan was launched, a new DGS had just been
appointed. He reorganized the region’s administrative services. An administrator
toward the end of his career, he has previously held several high-ranking positions,
and had at one point been an advisor to the Prime Minister. His appointment to the
regional position was an opportunity to lead a high-profile administration after having held comparable posts on a departmental level. He created a new flowchart that
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was meant to better distinguish “operational” from “support” services (Fig. 1) and
introduced more transversality into the various services’ work practices.
Establishing inter-sectorial services, like the Planning office, which would be
in charge of the equality plan from 2012 on, was one way for the DGS to obtain
greater transparency and to insinuate himself more easily into the different department’s work. Although the reorganization of the flowchart was never completed, that
concept does explain why he attempted to interfere with the institution’s methods of
operations through a major task in “project mode”:
That’s the great advantage of project mode. It makes it much easier to make
verticals and horizontals intersect. […] And this process of adaptation of
regional services can be seen in a different organization, in hubs, and in the
fact that, for a certain number of themes, people can now be put in charge of
things transversally. […] Of course, some people adapted to and appropriated
that method of operation quite easily, and others haven’t really taken to it, as it
doesn’t suit their personality, or their work habits, as well. And that is a shame,
I realize that. I don’t set much store by pyramidal organizations, I have a lot
more faith in circular organizations, which allow information to circulate much
more quickly, to flow better. Which is exactly why I like to drop in on hub
meetings, to have a chance to see how the flow of information is working in
each hub.19
Through his criticism of “organ pipe” operating methods, the DGS’s preference for
a more transversal organization, which grants him greater oversight over everyone
in the system can be clearly perceived. His support for the equality plan (for example, he backed the nomination of coordinators by asking heads of departments to find
volunteers), was in line with his determination to transform the region’s management
methods into a “circular” organization, with the General Direction at the center.
There was some resistance to that reorganization, of course. Some senior Deputy
Directors who were very close to the President were fairly unreceptive to the new
methods, preferring to stick to their routine work habits (Mongy 2017). Through
his reformative discourse, the DGS promoted the idea that the problems inherent
in a complete reorganization of the institution could be gotten around by launching
smaller projects whose “disruptive” nature would allow administrative officials to
become accustomed to more transversal methods of operation.
That determination to display skill at reforming can also be see in his assistant,
who asked to be appointed as an equality coordinator. A recent graduate of the
National Institute for Regional Studies, where he was trained in New Public Management techniques, this was his first job. He had worked on male–female equality
while he was still a student, in the context of reflecting upon the modernization of
local and regional administrations. So the equality plan offered him an opportunity
to use those skills and to display his ability to lead transversal projects that would
change the administration’s DNA.20
19
20

Interview with the DGS, March 19, 2015.
Interview with the DGS’s assistant, December 12, 2014.
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Equality: an emblem of modernity
It was easier when we were all white men, and we were only competing
amongst ourselves. But when you have to compete with women, with people
from other ethnic backgrounds… […]
In any case, I try to be modest. Most regional administrators are younger than
I am, so it isn’t up to old fogies like me to tell them what to think. Instead, I
try to get a sense of what my younger colleagues think, of how they see and
understand things. Because there is clearly a generational changing of the
guard taking place.21
It was important for a late-career DGS to adapt his management techniques to the
evolution of his personnel. More and more women are reaching the upper echelons
of civil service, and at the same time, both the skill level and the competition are
increasing (Jacquemart et al. 2016). In that context, the subject’s defense of “modernity” was an imposed but necessary adaptation to the profile of the new arrivals,
their methods and the issues that they have a good command of.
Executive managers’ enthusiasm for the equality plan can also be seen as a strategy of presentation of self, enabling them to “provide proof, at least rhetorically,
of their own modernity” (Marry et al. 2017). For that matter, the DGS’s assistant
was the only male coordinator who described himself as “feminist.”22 Mobilizing
that consensual egalitarian discourse enabled him to flaunt his “modern,” progressive and rational masculinity, and to position himself “in the vanguard of executive
modernity” (Ibid., p. 193) which fits very well into the New Management evolution
of government administration.
So we have seen that the equality plan was used by management as a canvas for
broader modernizing rhetoric. These strategic uses of the equality plan were not limited to imposing “top-down” modernization. They were also deployed in more dayto-day managerial work, as I will now demonstrate through the appropriation of the
equality plan by Human Resources directors.
The Region: a model employer
The Human Resources (HR) department did in fact also have a (male) equality coordinator. At age 42, he had held several different posts within the region’s administration, and was then working in the “Social Development” department, which had
been created just a year before. He was one of the more active coordinators in terms
of promoting the plan, in his case, more specifically the internal component.
In this regional administration, men represent nearly 70% of directors, deputies
and hub leaders, while women represent half of department heads and 60% of project managers. That horizontal division of labor is made explicit in the 2013 social
assessment, in which the coordinator introduced a gendered presentation of the
21
22

Interview with the DGS, March 19, 2015.
Interview with the assistant for the DGS, December 12, 2014.
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data. From 2012 on, he also coordinated the production of a “comparative situation
report” on professional equality (document that had not yet been made mandatory
for local and regional administrations). The coordinator for human resources also
arranged for the contents of those documents to be made known to the staff, by,
for example, presenting excerpts from them at a “Noon-to-2” information session
organized for headquarters staff during their lunch hour:
The Noon-to-2 was held in a room that seated 120 people, which was full. The
director of the Sustainable Development department (who was replacing her
department’s equality-plan coordinator, on sick leave) opened the conference.
On the dais were two Human Resources managers, a female consultant from
the non-profit sector who had worked on the project, and an HR manager from
the Departmental Council (for the purpose of preparing the upcoming regiondepartment fusion, we are told). […]
Data from the social assessment report is projected and commented on by the
(male) coordinator from Social Development. He gets to the part about wage
differences within the regional administration. A woman asks a few questions,
exclaiming that she doesn’t understand how it’s possible: “There are pay scales,
after all!” The (male) coordinator explains that that is exactly why the region is
swinging into action to achieve greater equality. He refers to a projected discussion group for “managers” that should help solve the problem. The non-profitsector consultant reminds everyone about the region’s “pioneering” role as “an
employer who is daring to break the systemic circle…” […]
The (female) elected official for Community Service (Europe Écologie - Les
Verts), who was then running for re-election at the departmental level, takes a
photo of the screen displaying the title of the conference, and tweets it with the
following comment: “The region’s aiming to be a role model for pro equality.
Whole staff action meeting!”23
Although the statistics presented did in fact reveal inequalities, the coordinator’s
reply did not acknowledge any mechanisms that could explain it (differential in positions of responsibility). Instead, he simply referred to the region’s determination. It
seems that the activity carried out on the internal component of the equality plan
consisted essentially in flaunting the administration’s concern for its staff, through
communication operations that cost little to nothing since they took advantage of
existing tools, like the Noon to 2 meetings and the headquarters’ intranet. The coordinator also took advantage of the equality plan to demonstrate the region’s status
as a role model in front of other concerned parties. The Social Development department, for example, had set up a “professional equality” committee within the Parity
Commission required by the Sauvadet Act of 201224:

23
The author’s observations of the “Noon-to-2” conference held at the regional administration’s headquarters on March 9, 2015.
24
LAW no. 2012-347 of March 12, 2012 concerning access to permanent employment and employment
conditions for contract employees in civil service.
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At the last committee meeting, it was pretty funny, because Ms. P. turned to
the union reps and asked them, “What about you, ladies and gentlemen from
the unions? Where do things stand on your end, how is it going? Union-rep
elections are coming up on December 4, have you achieved parity on your candidate lists?” So we flaunted it, creating a mirror effect and saying, we’re doing
it, what about you?25
The equality issue was used here as proof of the employer’s determination, enabling
them to boast that they are more progressive that the other concerned parties. So the
equality plan appealed to that coordinator, both as a symbol of good management
and as a negotiating tool. On the other hand, I am not aware of the implementation of any actual measures for overcoming existing professional inequality or of any
campaigns encouraging female candidacies for management roles (the managers’
project referred to during the “Noon to 2” was never actually implemented).
So the parties who latched onto the equality plan’s internal component contributed more to its visibility than to its actual implementation. The staff heard speeches
about change, but in the end of the day (or at least, by the end of this study) they had
little noticeable effect on the gendered division of labor. For that matter, the equality
plan was not renewed during the next president’s term.
Other studies have shown that those in charge of personnel management can
become involved with the male–female equality issue—as well as other “employers’ social responsibility” themes—strategically, as a way to show their own ability
to participate in modernizing their organizations. Human-resource officers in private companies—positions that were once seen as secondary—can thus flaunt their
capacity for enhancing the company’s social image, both internally, in the eyes of
their own staff, and on the outside (Bereni 2011).
Those same stakes for equality can also be found within a regional administration, which shares all of the reformative discourse described above. Although the
essentially communication-oriented action by the coordinator for HR had little
immediate effect on the division of labor, it did participate in broadcasting an image
as a “modern employer,” for whom equality is both a gauge and a lever.
The staff meeting on the theme of equality was actually a plus for several other
participants, too: the event offered a chance to flaunt an innovative initiative to a
future departmental partner, while the elected official present took advantage of
the opportunity to broadcast her commitment to equality and her concern for the
region’s staff. Thus the emphasis on managerial equality fell within the scope of
a wide range of legitimation strategies, in which defending equality is more of an
emblem of modernization than a practice meant to actually reduce or erase professional inequality.

25

Interview with the coordinator for Human Resources.
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Conclusion: Managerial equality for the sake of modernizing
public‑service action
Through this examination of the dual appropriation of a male–female equality policy—both by a regional administration and within it—we have been able to see and
grasp the multiple mechanisms contributing to the dissemination of a managerial
vision of equality for the sake of the organization’s performance first and foremost,
one that reduced male–female equality to its economic dimension.
The context from which this project emerged, through the play of competition
between administrative departments as well as between various political players,
promoted, first of all, its reinterpretation as a program focused on professional equality. The need to promote the action plan led to performance pressure that wound
up invisibilizing parties from the less well-funded public-action sectors in favor of
those with the strongest ties to local economic forces. Along the way, the project lost
its ties to activist networks and the broader “women’s rights space.”
Examining the different strategies and forms of appropriation of the equality plan
by officials who participated in or promoted it then showed that, for a range of different reasons, they also contributed to framing equality from a managerial point of
view, by emphasizing a technical, managerial and/or depoliticized approach to the
topic. Those strategies were partially determined by professional goals and a logic
of self-presentation. This interpretation of the goals runs through the cognitive dissemination of a “managerial logos” (Blanchard et al. 2013, p. 112), without being
limited to it, and can also be seen in part in collective work practices, particularly
the watchwords “transversality” and “evaluation.”
This article aimed to show that certain transformations in public administration in
France contribute to promoting a managerial vision of equality. It appears that both
the evolution of careers and skills in civil service and the way regional administrations are organized, as well as the appropriation of watchwords like rationalization
and modernizing government, contribute to this evolution. Hence, public administrations’ focus on managerial equality is not due simply to imitating the private sector. Through transformations in bureaucratic work, the public sector also contributes
to producing a space for the cause of “women’s access to economic power.”
In addition, that evolution is characteristic of the “New Spirit of Capitalism”
(Boltanski and Chiapello 1999): as in the economic sector, rationalized public
administrations have integrated the criticism of the inequalities they produce, by
asking its officers to display their commitment to resolving it.
This study also invites further thought about the way in which bureaucratic logics
can affect and modify equality policies by influencing which conception of equality will be promoted. A project that started out in the spirit of gender mainstreaming, that was supposed to have an impact on the systemic mechanism of production
of inequalities by seeking “impact equality” (Jacquot 2008), wound up limiting its
goals to “equal opportunity” or “different but equal.” This was true both in terms
of the contents of the public policies implemented (individual woman’s access to
employment), and in the internal components of the equality plan (promoting
“diversity,” flaunting the modernity achieved by feminization).
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What’ is more, the focus on “different but equal” and the economic dimension
created an individual, depoliticized vision of emancipation, one that other studies
have identified as a “neo-liberal” high-jacking of the feminist notion of empowerment, by making each individual responsible for her own social status (Hache 2007).
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