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PRESS RELEASE

“WOMEN’S CAREERS AFTER 40 AND 50”  INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

Venue: Gerbeaud House (1051 Budapest, Vörösmarty tér 7-8.) 

Date and Time: 20 November 2010 between 10:30 am. – 3 pm.

Language of the conference: English and Hungarian (with simultaneous translation)

Organizer of the Conference: Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary 

The conference is co-financed by the OFA National Employment Foundation

Media partner: HR Portal

“Women’s Careers after 40 and 50” international conference

by the Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary
With the participation of more than 130 attendees the Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary (AWCDH) organized an international conference within the framework of its initiative to promote women's careers for a lifetime under the title “Women’s Careers after 40 and 50” on Saturday, 20 November in the Gerbeaud House, one of the most beautiful buildings downtown.
The AWCDH, founded in 2003, which aims to foster the dialogue between legislation, government, the for-profit and non-profit spheres, higher education, and all potential stakeholders in order to enhance women’s participation in the labour market and foster gender equality, highlighted the subject of older people and women’s equality in the workplace as the main objectives of the conference titled “Women’s Careers after 40 and 50”, supported by the OFA 

(National Employment Foundation). With the attendance of distinguished experts from Hungary and from abroad, current issues in these fields were raised and possible solutions discussed so as to promote the visibility of older women in the workforce. By way of organizing such an in-depth policy-centred international conference, the subsequent dissemination of conclusions reached and efforts to keep the topic on the policy agenda, the AWCDH hopes to contribute to the expansion and efficiency of the labour market and thereby also to economic competitiveness.

HE Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the Republic of Poland Mr. Roman Kowalski was invited as a honorary guest of the conference. “The goals of stakeholders in the public and private spheres regarding equal rights have to be harmonised both on the regional and on EU level, which has to be an agenda-item of primary importance during the Hungarian and then during the Polish EU Presidency. The Hungarian Presidency itself followed by the Polish Presidency may be an excellent opportunity to foster cooperation between the two countries in the topic of women’s careers after the age of 40”, Ambassador Kowalski stated in his greeting speech.

Our guests came from the following sectors: government, Parliament, local governments, NGOs, media, universities and colleges, commercial chambers, corporations, trade unions, employees, among them especially women above 40 and 50, EU and UN officials, diplomats, and other interested individuals of both genders.

AWARD FOR WOMEN’S EQUALITY

A special award ceremony took place in the framework of the conference to award the 2010 prizes “For Women’s Equality”.
Contact:

Andrea Ferenczi, President, mobile phone: +36 30 982 7093, www.womenscareer.org
DETAILED PRESS RELEASE

The “Women’s Careers after 40 and 50” international conference organized by the Association for Women’s Career Development in Hungary (AWCDH) featured as its main subjects domestic and international trends and policies related to older people and gender equality in order to enhance older women’s participation in the labour market. Thereby the Association, an NGO aiming to promote equal opportunities primarily in connection with employment and career, hopes to contribute to the expansion and efficiency of the labour market and thereby also to economic competitiveness. Women above 40 and 50 constitute a distinct group that clearly deserves special attention since unique values can be attributed to these women thanks to their vast knowledge resources, valuable life experience and maturity, which is the rationale for organizing this conference, AWCDH President Andrea Ferenczi said. At the same time, the present initiative also serves as a forerunner to the 2012 “European Year of Active Old Age and Intergenerational Cooperation” because respecting traditional family values entails respecting the rights and merits of older women. Andrea Ferenczi emphasized the vital role this generation of women plays in fostering intergenerational cooperation, especially in a country like Hungary, where conservative family values are generally held in high esteem.

Since it was founded in 2003, AWCDH has been continuously active in lobbying for the expansion of women’s, including older women’s career opportunities and for the realization of gender equality in all walks of life in cooperation with governmental, business and other non-governmental participants. In addition to this, members of the Association wish to contribute to the enhancement of women’s social status through the example of their own careers and through devoted voluntary work to advance women’s issues. The presently 85-member AWCDH has been an NGO in Special Consultative Status with the UN-ECOSOC since 2009, enabling it to carry on with its flagship projects for women and other minority groups not only on a domestic and a European but also on a global level.

“A telling indicator of the level of unity within a particular society is to what extent women have the chance to prove their talent in roles and positions to their liking”, HE Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the Republic of Poland Roman Kowalski stated in his greeting speech. Up until the very last decades women across the whole Central-Eastern-European region had had to face serious disadvantages. This is not to say that they do not have more disadvantages to overcome, since women above 40 and 50 today still encounter discrimination in the labour market across the region. Ambassador Kowalski is of the opinion that certain measures of positive discrimination should be implemented to achieve a greater labour market balance. The goals of stakeholders in the public and private spheres regarding equal rights have to be harmonised both on the regional and on the EU level, which has to be an agenda-item of primary importance during the Hungarian and then during the Polish EU Presidency. The Hungarian Presidency itself followed by the Polish Presidency may be an excellent opportunity to foster cooperation between the two countries in the topic of women’s careers after the age of 40.
MEP and Vice-Chairwoman of the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality Lívia Járóka’s message for the Conference was delivered by her assistant Tibor Csanya. One of the greatest challenges facing Europe today is the employment issues of women above 40, among other issues related to the elderly population, Ms. Járóka said. There are 2 million middle-aged Hungarian citizens who wish to enter the labour force but do not manage to find a suitable job, the majority of whom are women and the elderly. They are thus more threatened by and exposed to poverty. These two social groups have been the ones most negatively affected by the global economic crisis, highlighting the doubly disadvantaged status of elderly women and the significance of equal treatment vis-á-vis them. This is a pressing demand in light of the fact that older women as a group constitute a remarkable economic asset and human capital. Enhancing labour market participation of people aged 55-64 is now a priority objective of the European Union, in which regard only a few Western-European countries have been able to make progress.

There are many prejudices attached to old age. In ancient times, the elderly were paid due respect because people realized they could rely on their accumulated knowledge in many ways, which has largely changed due partly to the extensive reliance on ICTs, said Vice Dean of Scientific Matters of the Faculty of Health at the University of Debrecen, and Head of the Gerontology Science Coordination Center, Imre Semsei concerning negative attitudes about old age. Ageism has become a trend and a research field in its own right in consequence of the demographic changes in the past hundred years: life expectancy at birth has doubled and the proportion of older people in society, the majority of whom are women, has risen. A prognosis for the year 2050 indicates that the proportion of women above 85 years of age will rise significantly in the USA, which is a trend also reflected in European countries, including Hungary. Cardiovascular diseases now rank first among the most common causes of death, which on the one hand may be the result of  a longer life span, but on a closer look it must be noted that there is a gap of about ten years between the two genders in terms of life expectancy: this is now 69 years for men and 78 years for women in Hungary. Some of the reasons can be traced back to differences in attitude, because women tend to be more health-centric and are usually long-term thinkers, Professor Imre Semsei pointed out. However, another trend, namely, that the ten-year difference between women’s and men’s life expectancy is gradually diminishing has also been noted. This is mostly due to the pressure on women that compels them to do their best in various roles simultaneously, often leading them to take up some of men’s bad habits. Two kinds of solutions may be proposed to counterbalance the mentioned negative demographic trends. Firstly, the population’s overall health condition needs to be improved, which is a prerequisite of raising the pension age limit. This can be done through education, prevention, healing and rehabilitation. Within education, emphasis should be laid on company trainings aiming to prepare employees for old age and successful self-management after retirement, and also on training gerontologists, as well as founding and managing conferences, scientific societies and journals, such as Hungarian Gerontology.. As regards prevention, a healthy way of life (appropriate nutrition, exercise) and way of thinking (for example, using herbs instead of synthetic pills), complemented by certain favourable social conditions (economic development, adequate health and social services) may help. Secondly, an alternative solution could be implementing initiatives that foster the participation of the elderly in the labour market.
Ageing is not an illness, being elderly is just like any other phase in life; a phase that can be very fruitful, stressed Vice-President of AGE Platform Europe, Halina Potocka. Being active and staying in touch with the former profession are really crucial because these can give life meaning and a sense of purpose to the elderly. In this light it is especially discouraging that women above 40 are often not welcome in the labour force, resulting in many women’s retirement before they reach the retirement age in a lot of European countries, Greece and Poland being the first two among them. Having noted these unfavourable trends, AGE Platform was founded in 2001 as an umbrella organization financed by the European Commission for European nonprofit organizations working for the elderly. AGE’s mission is to represent the interests of elderly European citizens on the EU-level. 156 NGOs working for the elderly are presently members of AGE from the twenty-seven EU member states, thanks to which AGE directly represents 28 million elderly people and indirectly represents the interests of 150 million Europeans of  senior age. 

AGE has several working groups (age discrimination, employment, pension, social inclusion, health, new technologies, equal access) through which it carries out its large-scale EU lobbying activities to fight against the most widespread forms of discrimination against women above 50, such as the gender employment gap, the gender pay gap and the gender pension gap. 46% of Europeans (and a stunning 79% of Hungarians) think that age discrimination is widespread, which is underpinned by the fact that only an average of 18% of women aged 55-64 are employed in the EU, a rate that is well behind that of men of the same age group. Article 15 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union claims the right to employment to be a fundamental right, which clearly sends legislators a message that it is their responsibility to devise measures aimed at improving the employment rate for the young and the elderly. The gender pay gap is 17.8% on average across Europe at the expense of women, which rate is even higher for women older women due to cuts in the number of social services they may be entitled to. Hence the risk of poverty is as high as 22% for older women, while it is only 16% in the case of men. 
It is interesting to point out, however, that the risk of poverty for older women in the EU 15 area is actually higher (21%) than in the ten new member states (10%). Among the viable solutions AGE Platform proposes are the endorsement of an EU retirement directive and the systemic reform of pension schemes from the point of view of gender equality. Another positive step in the desired direction is an initiative that is part of the 2020 EU strategy called Platform Against Poverty, which was mentioned during the Equality Summit on 15 and 16 November, and whose drafting will begin in December under the lead of EU Commissioner for Social Affairs, László Andor. 

General Secretary of the Older Women’s Network (OWN) in Europe, Elizabeth Sclater considers activism on the local level besides lobbying on the international level for social groups most affected by discrimination, such as women and elderly women, one of the most important messages of her personal and professional life. “We live our lives locally and for OWN Europe it is always important to remain rooted in the community from which we come”, she said. Mrs. Sclater started working for the advancement of older people’s equality as an Equalities Officer in the London Borough of Lewisham. In this capacity, she could not help noticing the high number of women in this age group, a great percentage of whom live in poverty as a result of the gender pay gap during employment. Based on their experiences with local issues, she and her colleagues were able to make recommendations for policy development, which were taken into account during the compilation of the 1994 EU White Paper on Social Policy. They were invited to run a workshop on older women’s issues at the Copenhagen and Malmo Conference of the European Federation for the Welfare of the Elderly in 1993, where they heard of the 4th World Conference on Women to be held in Beijing in 1995. There in close cooperation with a number of other organizations promoting the rights of older women they managed to get the phrase “women of all ages” put down in the adopted recommendation. Disappointingly, not much changed over the subsequent years despite the active lobbying of country missions to the UN in New York by members of the NGO CSW Sub Committee on Older Women: older women remained largely invisible in regional and UN discussions. 

Then, since the year 2000 EU equality bodies have gradually turned to the concept of gender mainstreaming and with that to a list of other variables besides gender, such as age, race, ethnicity and disability. Equality impact assessments taking into consideration all these variables have made possible a much more efficient stance against discriminatory policy proposals and the drafting of more precise equality action plans, which the EU has also made use of during its annual planning cycles. The new information gained at this level was taken to the 2005 International Federation on Ageing Congress held in Copenhagen, where equality impact assessments carried out on the delivered speeches showed that the majority of speakers failed to highlight the gender and age aspects in their analyses. 

The next step was achieving older age mainstreaming across UN bodies and practices. The breakthrough point came at the 2008 summer session of the CEDAW Committee, where the NGO section finally managed to have a general recommendation on older women endorsed, whose real significance is that it puts pressure on governments to report on the status of older women when they hand in their reports to the Committee. The general recommendation was the focus of OWN Europe’s biennial meeting in Amsterdam the following year, in which AWCDH President Andrea Ferenczi also took part, and she was elected member of the Presidential Committee of Older Women’s Network Europe. Andrea Ferenczi contributed to the Network’s action plan for the next year with detailed case studies pertaining to the status of older women in the labour market and the disadvantages they currently face in Hungary and in Central-Eastern-Europe. The General Recommendation on older women was adopted on 19th October this year. To have such an important document delivered in such a short time is unheard of in UN processes, thus it can be seen as a real success. Now it is up to us to hold our governments accountable for the points of the Recommendation.

It is a great tragedy that Senior Research Fellow of the Demographic Research Institute of the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (HCSO), László Hablicsek, could not be with us on this occasion to deliver his lecture on “Qualification of women over 50, future trends and their effects on employment opportunities”. László Hablicsek recently passed away at the age of 57. His widow, Mária Richter Hablicsekné was kind enough to offer to deliver the lecture on behalf of her late husband. 

Although qualification is an important aspect to examine when analysing labour market trends, many social research projects and statistical systems do overlook this aspect as a possible variable. László Hablicsek set out to examine this particular aspect in his prognosis running till 2021, broken down by gender, based on statistical data gained from the 2001 census. The novelty of the research project is that it is a demographic prognosis broken down by regions, by the number of Roma and of those living with disabilities, by educational background, vocation, and level of economic activity. The simplified qualification prognosis was completed in the beginning of 2007, which examines the proportion of groups with different educational backgrounds in society. In the case of some research questions, the prognosis runs till 2100. In sum, it may be said that the proportion of the elderly in relation to the overall population in Hungary will steadily rise until 2021. Women on average tended to possess a degree of higher education already in 2001 (within the age group 40-44 the possession of a diploma was more typical than within the age group 55-59), which tendency is likely to continue even more explicitly in the case of both genders until 2025, although more markedly in the case of women. The percentage of women aged 50-54 with a university or college diploma is likely to rise from 13% to 22% between 2001 and 2021. Therefore the employment rate will probably be higher by 2021 on condition that the number of employers do not decrease compared to their present number. Also, the number of economically inactive people is likely to decrease by 2021, and the proportion of those with a high school diploma or higher degree within the economically active group will rise. As regards women who are active in the labour market, the proportion of those with a high school diploma within this group will be similar to what it is now by 2021, whereas the proportion of those with a higher education degree is expected to rise significantly in this group.

After the speeches and lectures, a panel discussion followed, moderated by Representative of AWCDH in the Southern Transdanubian Region, Gyöngyi Fazekas. The discussion was meant to be a search for new ideas and solutions for realizing equality between women and men, and for the reasons for inequality.
Panel speakers:

Dr.  Zita Gurmai, MEP, Vice-chairwoman of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs, member of the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality

Dr. Edit Gyarmati, Chief of Division, Equal Treatment Authority  

Ms. Ibolya Tiborné Gyarmati, historian, mayor of Ivánc for 20 years

Ms. Sarolta Heim, the Dame of the Militia Templ, special pedagogue of the Pető Institute
Ms. Ildikó Modláné Görgényi, Vice-Director General, National Institute of Vocational and Adult Education 

Ms. Judith Szöllősy, literary translator, theatrical agent

Ms. Kornelia Vass, Senior Vice President, Country Human Resources Officer, Citibank Europe plc
The frame of the panel discussion was the equal opportunities law ratified in 2004, which was undoubtedly a major milestone in the legislative context, notwithstanding the numerous unresolved discriminatory issues that women still face today. The cyclic nature of women’s lives and their distinct roles makes speaking of crucial life phases with unique duties justifiable. Additionally, as it was repeatedly emphasized before the panel discussions as well, the ageing population is one of the most serious challenges that Europe is facing today, and with that the high number of older people, especially older women, living in poverty. 

Women above 40 constitute a social group with special needs. A lot of women nowadays give birth to their first child and thus leave the labour force in their thirties, and by the time they wish to resume working, they are close to age 40. Hence the demand rises for certain favourable measures targeting this social group, either in the form of governmental incentives, tax cuts, or educational and vocational programs, or through meeting their special needs in health services. The panel speakers thus attempted to collect viable ideas as to how it is best possible for women above 40, often referred to as the “sandwich generation” in between the others, mostly responsible for providing care for children, parents and grandchildren, to manage their various duties, linked to their different roles, optimally. 

The solution is, of course, multifaceted. It is important that women learn to cooperate and share their responsibilities with men, that they are able to multitask different projects if needed but also to focus and prioritize. Other keys to success are time management skills and regular occasions for relaxation. If you are an employer or a supervisor, it is important that you turn to your employees with empathy, that you are familiar with the work processes they have to carry out so that you do not develop unreal expectations, and that you reward them when they deserve it. Diversity as a core value is also surfacing: parents should teach their children about diversity, which will hopefully induce them to respect members of older generations, among whom they may even find role models and mentors. Of great significance are cooperation, civil society activism and caring for each other as members of the same community, as exemplified by the work of AWCDH, in accordance with the poet Sándor Kányádi’s words: “let’s take each other by the hand”. Overcoming conflicts and distorted stereotypes would be as important between employees working in different sectors as between members of different generations; it is time to leave possible antagonisms between civil servants and business sector employees behind with a goal to assess everyone’s performance on the basis of its objective quality. In the end, let’s not forget about the great courage needed to make our everyday decisions. Many of us mistakenly think that losing a job or retiring is almost as terrifying as the apocalypse itself; instead, it is much more productive to try to appreciate these seemingly burdening periods as opportunities for us to freely and creatively think about and evaluate our lives, and perhaps to branch into new directions. It is entirely up to us to dare to enter into new phases of “golden age” and to create new sources of living for ourselves, leaving the outdated “dependant woman” image behind.

The names of the 2010 winners of the “Award for Women’s Equality”, a prize established by the Association for Women’s Career Development in 2007, the European Year of Equality, were announced at the end of the “Women’s Careers after 40 and 50” international conference. This year’s award winners are acclaimed ceramist Judit Józsa, General Secretary of the Older Women’s Network Elisabeth Sclater, and MEP and Vice-Chairwoman of the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality Lívia Járóka. The awards on behalf of AWCDH were handed over by AWCDH President Andrea Ferenczi, President of the Advisory Board of AWCDH Dr. Zita Gurmai, Representative of AWCDH in the Southern Transdanubian Region Gyöngyi Fazekas, Secretary General of AWCDH Rita Rónyai, and CEO of Gerbeaud Ltd. Katalin Pintér. 

Ceramic artist Judit Józsa was born in Székelyudvarhely (Transylvania). She inherited the love of folk art and culture from her parents, themselves artists and admirers of folk tradition. She graduated from Pázmány Péter Catholic University in Art History. Her works of art were first showcased in Hotel Gellért in 1995. As a central theme they mostly depict historic moments and embody a feeling of hope emanating from tradition. Her thematic exhibition series titled “Great Hungarian Women” has had three segments so far: the first one presenting outstanding women who lived between 800 and 1800 C.E., the second one presenting those who lived in the 19th and 20th centuries, while the third one focuses on extraordinary women in the course of Hungarian history. In 2009 Judit Józsa was awarded the honorary title “Knight of Hungarian Culture”. 

Elisabeth Sclater is an age discrimination expert, social worker and community organizer, and board member of various equality bodies (such as the UK National Council on Women, the UN Committee on the Status of Women etc.). She has devised best practices related to women’s equality, social cooperation, and old age discrimination, and has contributed to numerous strategic programs and action plans, for instance, to the 1994 EU white paper on social policy, that have been applied by EU and UN agencies. 

MEP Lívia Járóka is currently serving her second term in the legislative branch of the EU since 2004. In the centre of her political focus are primarily questions of Roma integration and equal opportunities. She is now Vice-Chairwoman of the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality and she is in charge of the new EU roadmap for equality on behalf of the European People’s Party, for whom the fight against multiple discrimination is a top priority. She has been a professional consultant of AWCDH and patron of the Best Workplace for Women tender since 2007.
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