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Glossary of terms
Gender : In socio-political discourse gender is understood to mean not only biological sex, but roles assigned 
by society to individuals as a consequence of their biological sex. 

Sex describes human categorization on the basis of reproductive functions.

Gender Equality refers to a social end state in which there was no unfair discrimination and exclusion on 
the basis of gender.

Mainstreaming is a process of integrating that which is marginal into every aspect of life, thinking and 
business of an organization. 

Gender mainstreaming is the process which entails weaving into the consciousness and actions of individuals 
and organizations an impulse to promote equality between sexes.

Gender-responsive Programmes and Objectives are programme and project objectives that are non-
discr iminator y, equally beneficial to all sexes and which aim at correcting gender imbalances.  

Gender and Development (GAD) attempts to institutionalise gender awareness in all developmental 
initiatives, including policy.  It focuses on interventions to address unequal gender relations which prevent 
equitable development and which often lock women out of full participation.  GAD seeks to have both women 
and men participate, make decisions and share benefits on an equal basis and it often entails the implementation 
of affirmative action to level the playing field between sexes.

Women in Development (WID) aims to integrate women into the existing development processes, often 
through women-specific activities. 

Practical gender needs arise from the conditions and difficulties women experience and are often related 
to their roles as mothers, homemakers and providers of basic needs. A practical gender need would be for 
example to provide child care facilities at the work place for working parents. 

Strategic Gender needs are needs that need to be met to overcome the subordinate position of women 
to men in society, e.g. improving educational opportunities. These needs relate to women’s empowerment 
and vary according to the economic, social, political and cultural context.
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Gender analysis: This involves the collection and analysis of sex-disaggregated data which reveals the 
differential impact of development activities on women and men, and the effect gender roles and responsibilities 
have on development effor ts. It also involves qualitative analyses that help to clarify how and why these 
differential roles, responsibilities and impacts have come about.

Beijing Platform for Action: Refers to resolutions taken at the United Nations Fourth World Conference 
of Women held in Beijing, China in 1995. This conference highlighted the necessity to ensure that gender 
equality is a primary goal in all areas of social development

Gender Focal Person: This a person appointed with the explicit aim of leading gender mainstreaming and 
other special projects that focus on issues of empowerment such as HIV and AIDS, youth, children, disability, 
Employee Assistance Programme, etc. in departments.
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Acronyms
CEDAW: 		 Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women 

CGE 			 Commission for Gender Equality

DDG			 Deputy Director-General

DoL			 National Department of Labour

DPSA			 Department of Public Service and Administration

EAP			 Employee Assistance Programme

EE			 Employment Equity

EEF			 Employment Equity Forum

GFP			 Gender Focal Person

GTZ			 German Agency for Technical Cooperation

HOD			 Head of Department

MTEF			 Medium Term Expenditure Framework

NGM			 National Gender Machinery

OSW			 Office on the Status of Women

Persal			 Personnel and Salary Administration System

PSC			 Public Service Commission

SAHRC 		 South African Human Rights Commission 

SAMDI			 South African Management Development Institute

SMS			 Senior Management Service

SMT			 Senior Management Team

SPSS			 Statistical Package for the Social Sciences

UNESCO 		 United Nations Educational, Scientific Cultural Organisation.
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The birth of the Commission on Status of Women in 1946 heralded the commitment of the recently formed 
United Nations (UN) to the advancement of women with the signing of the UN Charter in San Francisco, 
United States of America in 1945.  During the inaugural meeting of the UN General Assembly in London 
in February 1946, Eleanor Roosevelt, a United States delegate, read an open letter addressed to ‘women 
of the world’, stating that “To this end, we call on the Governments of the world to encourage women everywhere 
to take a more active part in national and international affairs, and on women who are conscious of their 
opportunities to come forward and share in the work of peace and reconstruction as they did in war and resistance.” 
A sub-Commission dedicated to the Status of Women was established under the Commission on Human 
Rights. Since then a number of initiatives have been undertaken by women under the auspices of the UN 
to advance their course. These initiatives culminated in the UN declaring 1976 – 1985 as the UN Decade 
of Women: Equality, Development and Peace.  The Decade contributed to bringing legitimacy to the international 
women’s movement, and moved women’s issues forward to the global agenda.  Over the course of the 
decade, the belief that development served to advance women shifted to a new recognition that development 
was not possible without women.

Foreword

To this end one of the greatest achievements of the Commission on the Status of Women has been the ideal 
of integrating gender issues into the mainstream of society, and by extension workplaces which was established 
as a global strategy for promoting gender equality in the Platform for Action adopted at the United Nations 
Fourth World Conference of Women in Beijing, China in 1995.  This conference highlighted the need to 
ensure that gender equality is a primary goal in all areas of social development. In 2006 South Africa 
commemorated the 50th anniversary of the march by women to the Union Buildings on 09 August 1956.
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More than 20 000 women of all races under the leadership of the Federation of South African Women 
(FEDSAW) and the African National Congress Women’s League (ANCWL) protested the imposition of pass 
laws against women.  It is, however, important to note that the struggle for emancipation by women gained 
impetus when a Women’s Charter was adopted at the Founding Conference of the FEDSAW two years 
earlier on 17 April 1954.  The preamble of the charter stated that: “We women of South Africa, wives and 
mothers, working women and housewives, African, Indians, European and Coloured, hereby declare our aim 
of striving for the removal of all laws, regulations, conventions and customs that discriminate against us as 
women, and that deprive us in any way of our inherent right to the advantages, responsibilities and opportunities 
that society offers to any one section of the population.” 

This is particularly poignant in the South African context, as the society is undergoing a process of transformation 
which also includes placing issues of women empowerment and emancipation at the forefront of such 
endeavors.  One of the key strategic trajectories involves the adoption of the Constitution of the Republic 
of South Africa Act, 1996, particularly the Bill of Rights which prohibited discrimination on various grounds 
including gender.  To this end, the South African Government has introduced a number of policies and legislation 
aimed at the issue of gender mainstreaming in the Public Service as well as society in general.  These policies 
and legislation include the White Paper on Reconstruction and Development, 1994, White Paper on the 
Transformation of the Public Service, 1995, White Paper on Affirmative Action in the Public Service, 1998 
and the Employment Equity Act of 1998.  The development of policies and legislation has ensured at a 
minimum the establishment of employment equity targets as the indicator for gender mainstreaming. 

On their own, however, equity targets fall far short of advancing gender empowerment. The key challenge 
for the South African government is to move beyond these and ensure that gender relations in the public 
service are fundamentally transformed to empower all the sexes to be equal participants and beneficiaries 
in the consolidation of the South African consolidation of the South African democratic state, and to cultivate 
an entrenched reflexive impulse for this, par ticularly at senior management levels. This will entail moving 
beyond setting numeric targets. Critical in this is the creation of an enabling environment to ensure that 
women’s talents and potential are harnessed and nurtured for the benefit of the South African society as a 
whole. This report on Gender Mainstreaming in the Public Service therefore aims to bring out issues on 
gender mainstreaming. It highlights the important strides that have been achieved, identifies areas which need 
attention and makes recommendations on how these can be addressed in order to advance gender 
mainstreaming in the South African Public Service. I hope national and provincial departments will find this 
report helpful in their quest of ensuring that gender issues are addressed.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Affirmative Action is regarded as a pillar for the transformation of the Public Service and a means to achieve 
gender equality. Government inherited a Public Service which was influenced by discriminatory employment 
policies and practices based on race, gender and disability.  Within the context of slow progress in achieving 
affirmative action and the resulting detrimental impact in achieving gender equality, the PSC undertook a 
study to ana lyse the implementat ion of  gender mainstreaming in the Publ ic  Ser v ice .

The objectives of this study were to-

•  develop a gender representivity profile describing progress and status of departments on 	    
   representativeness according to targets that have been set in the Public Service;
•  examine the extent to which empowerment of women has occurred in terms of their role as part of the 
   executive structures of departments and their involvement in decision making;
•  establish whether there are family-friendly policies, which take into account the social benefits of families, 
    such as flexi time for men and women and childcare arrangements, which support equal family responsibility;
•  examine the impact that gender mainstreaming has on management responses to both male and female  
   staff members;
•  examine the extent to which recruitment and promotion practices are utilised to enhance gender  equality 
    in employment;
•  examine how sensitive issues associated with gender relations (including sexual harassment cases) are 
    handled in departments;
•  propose interventions to implement gender mainstreaming in departments; and
•  examine the role that the Office on the Status of Women plays in supporting and encouraging gender  
   mainstreaming in the Public Service and what role they may have in implementing the results of this  
   investigation.

2.  KEY FINDINGS  

Women’s access to executive power and decision-making has improved since the 1994 elections. There is strong 
representation of women in the national and provincial departments. The challenge to institutions in the Public 
Service is to change their culture in order to be more responsive to the needs of women civil servants.  At 
present the focus on employment equity targets as the only indicator for gender mainstreaming presents 
serious limitations to gender empowerment and gender equity. The challenge is to shape the broad

Executive Summary
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transformation agenda in a way which acknowledges the centrality of transforming gender relations as part 
of the  broader institutional change process. This requires a fundamental review of what has come to be 
accepted as ‘business as usual.’ 

Therefore strides have been made towards creating an enabling environment for the advancement of gender 
equality. Elements of this include political commitment at the highest level, for instance, the establishment of 
the Office on the Status of Women (OSW), placed within the President's office and established, inter alia, to 
monitor gender equality. Although South Africa’s National Gender Machinery is universally acknowledged to 
be a “best practice,” the lack of skills, resources, and an integrated co-ordination framework with clear lines 
of communication and accountability has rendered it ineffectual. 

Although there are policies in place within some departments as well as a National Policy Framework and 
Draft National Programme of Action on Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality 2005 – 2015, successful 
implementation is often limited or non-existent. A number of problems have been experienced in the 
implementation and monitoring of such policies. The aim is to create an enabling environment and make it 
possible for government to develop mechanisms that will assist in the achievement of the national goal of 
gender equality, which do not yet exist. Policy on gender equality should outline commitment to gender equality 
at all levels, identify mechanisms to achieve gender equality, specify the resources allocated to effor ts, and 
include effective accountability, monitoring and evaluation frameworks.

2.1  Knowledge and understanding of gender mainstreaming

A clear conceptual understanding of gender concepts and gender mainstreaming is essential for all government 
officers at all levels, but especially in key departments that determine national policy. When decision-makers 
understand the practicalities of gender mainstreaming as a strategy, they are much more likely to abandon 
the narrow focus on women. 

There is a lack of knowledge about gender mainstreaming in most departments and across all levels. Senior 
management does not know how to move from vision (policy) to strategy and action. The main reason for 
this is because of a lack of knowledge and understanding of what it is that needs to be changed, why it needs 
to be changed, how to go about the change process, and what results should be produced.  For implementing 
gender mainstreaming—in order to realize gender equality—you need to build up a good base of gender 
knowledge1 to build gender competence which is absolutely necessary in order to do proper strategy planning.

1.  Gender Mainstream Practise 1: Example from the EU and South Africa by B. Thege and Prof Welpe, 2002
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2.2  Gender Representivity Profile

The proportion of women in senior management positions (director level and above) in the Public Service 
has increased significantly since 1994 and has exceeded the target of 30% that was set for the management 
echelon by April 2005. A number of national and provincial departments have made considerable progress 
in gender representivity at the senior management levels while others have made little or no progress. 

While 30% is used as the benchmark for depar tments to use as an indicator for the success of gender 
mainstreaming, when departments reach the 30% target they could assume that they don’t need to do more. 
Target setting could therefore, create a barrier to the continued advancement of women, especially as gender 
mainstreaming in the South Afr ican Public Ser vice is stil l seen as meeting numerical targets.

Some departments reflect higher numbers of women in senior positions in what was traditionally viewed 
as more male-dominated departments; examples include Departments of Public Works, Transport and Safety 
& Liaison. Similarly, departments that traditionally employed more women, such as Health and Education have 
fewer women in senior positions than would have been anticipated.

2.2.1  Provincial overview of Women in Senior Positions (levels 13-16) in the Public Service

The average percentage of women in senior positions in provincial departments is 29,8% which is only 0,2% 
below the target that was set. 

In terms of the provincial analysis, North West (33,4%) and Limpopo (32,5%) have the most women in senior 
positions followed by Gauteng and Mpumalanga reflecting 30,6% respectively. The Western Cape has the 
lowest percentage of female managers (23%).  

Across all the provinces there is a 10.4% difference between the province with the highest number of women 
in senior positions (North West at 33.4%) and  the province with the lowest number of women in senior 
positions (Western Cape at 23%). 

2.2.2  National Departmental Review of Women in Senior Positions levels [13-16) in the Public
           Service

The average percentage of women in senior positions in national departments is 31,2%, which exceeds the 
target of 30%. A similar trend in national departments is observed to that of provincial departments, where 
the highest percentage of women in senior positions is in  departments such as Health and Social Development.
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2.2.3  Women with Disabilities in Senior Positions (levels 13-16) in the Public Service

More disabled men than women are employed at senior management level in the Public Service in seven 
Provinces no female managers with disabilities are employed.

2.3  Empowerment of women

In general the empowerment of women is not happening in any significant or meaningful way in departments. 
Apart from general policies and practices that affect all staff, there are no specific programmes that recognise 
women as a separate interest group with specific interests and needs. This includes issues related to recruitment, 
training and addressing the practical needs of women. Participants at senior management level argued that 
the predominantly male culture has made it difficult for their voices to be heard.

2.4  Structures

There is a lack of a clearly defined institutional framework that is necessary to facilitate the attainment of 
the vision of gender mainstreaming. Roles and responsibilities within the National Gender Machinery need 
to be clarified and then implemented and institutions held accountable for its success or lack thereof, within 
the Public Service. The national structures established to promote women's empowerment and gender equality 
(specifically the OSW and the CGE) will need to be strengthened to be able to provide the support and 
services required by government depar tments in implementing and monitoring gender mainstreaming.

The role of the Gender Focal Person (GFP) needs to be reviewed and the competence of GFPs assessed. 
Most GFPs do not understand their roles or know how to implement their responsibilities. Whether the GFP 
is dedicated to gender mainstreaming or plays a multi-faceted role as is presently the case remains a contested 
issue. Until gender mainstreaming is entrenched in departments, a person should be designated to this role.

Having addressed the lack of and inadequacy of the ‘drivers’ of gender mainstreaming at all levels within 
departments, it is fair to say that the environment in general is not enabling for the empowerment of women.

2.5  Processes

Gender mainstreaming is not included in any departmental planning, monitoring and budgeting processes 
apart from ensuring that employment equity targets are met. To achieve gender equality, government must 
embark on a rigorous gender mainstreaming strategy. To this end, much of the responsibility for planning and 
implementing effective and innovative strategies for the promotion of women's empowerment and gender 
equality will rest equally with key structures of the National Machinery and with individual government 
departments at the national, provincial and local levels. Individual departments will obviously need to tailor
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their strategies for gender equality to suit the particular needs and requirements of their departments but 
government must provide the strategic guidelines which might usefully inform the processes of overall gender 
mainstreaming and overall planning and implementation.

With respect to the planning and implementation of programmes for women's empowerment and gender 
equality at the departmental level, the costs involved will need to be incorporated into existing departmental 
budgets. Expenditure on gender-related initiatives and programmes will need to be planned in advance and 
incorporated into the MTEF planning process. If the plans have already been made, then they need to be 
reviewed and adjusted to meet the specific needs of women2.

2.6  Family friendly policies

The only provision allowing for women’s practical needs such as attending to a sick child is by taking Family 
Responsibility leave provided for in the Basic Conditions of Employment Act. Apart from this there are no 
family friendly policies. The Family Responsibility leave on its own is wholly inadequate in responding to the 
practical needs that women face and seems to have been a knee jerk response to addressing issues such as 
these. In addition, management still sees parenting as a woman’s responsibility and responds with skepticism 
when men request time to attend to parenting duties.

Flexi-time is not supported in most departments. However, individual managers  use their prerogative in 
deciding who they allow to use flexi-time or who they allow to work from home. When a practice is based 
on the relationship between a manager and a staff member rather than systemic, the danger is that it becomes 
a subjective practice, which could be regarded as biased.  In general, senior management are very sceptical 
of introducing flexi-time or child care facilities because these could be abused.

A deep and far-reaching transformation of those structures and systems that promote or allow for subordination 
and gender inequality is necessary. In order for this to be achieved, gender concerns must be mainstreamed 
into all operations, which does not mean that men and women are the same, but that their similarities and 
differences are recognised and equally valued. This clearly was not demonstrated in the policies that currently 
exist hence the view that they are ‘gender blind’ or ‘gender neutral’.

2.7  Management responses to gender mainstreaming

There is a lack of support for gender mainstreaming from senior management based on a lack of understanding 
about “how” to do gender mainstreaming as well as having other departmental priorities. The lack of knowledge 
of gender mainstreaming coupled with conservative attitudes from senior management towards gender equity 
has in many cases a trickle down effect.  So there are no discussions about gender mainstreaming, no

2.  Ibid, 2002.
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support for those trying to drive gender mainstreaming, and no zero tolerance for sexual harassment. Hence 
no need to think about gender, apart from meeting targets.

2.8  Recruitment and promotion practices

In most departments recruitment takes place according to the Employment Equity targets as informed by 
the Employment equity plans. Women feel disadvantaged from the onset because they have practical needs 
that impact on their ability to apply for certain jobs.  While there are no formal restrictions on the recruitment 
of women into senior positions, some subtle discrimination might come into play. This also refers to the 
obstacles or perception about the work that men and women should be doing. For example, secretarial work 
is generally seen as women’s work.  

Women experience promotions differently from men: with the possibility of longer working hours, frequent 
travel and transfers to other par ts of the country, women often don’t apply. While women have opted to 
attend training courses offered seeing this as a stepping stone to promotions this has not translated into 
actual promotions. Succession planning was not formally implemented in any department, and there is a lack 
of mentorship and support to integrate new skills into the work environment.

2.9  Gender Relations

In general, relationships between men and women are described as satisfactory and largely determined by 
position. However, many women felt undermined, not respected or appreciated by male colleagues. On the 
other hand, many women preferred having men as managers citing that women bosses are much harder, less 
sympathetic and inflexible. What was most significant was that the majority of women said that when women 
are in leadership “they do not support other women; do not encourage mobility of other women and generally 
behave more like men and even worse”. On the other hand, women have to work extra hard to get into 
senior positions and feel they need to behave like men in order to prove themselves.

2.10	 Sexual harassment

Junior and senior staff display a lack of knowledge and understanding about sexual harassment. Often cited 
was the continued fear of victimisation from the perpetrator and colleagues who were usually other senior 
management staff. There is also pressure from peers and sympathy displayed to the perpetrator because ‘he 
has a family’. The lack of confidentiality of those staff to whom sexual harassment matters were being reported 
was of great concern, almost replicating secondary victimisation.
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Despite the fact that this was a difficult topic to explore given the methodology used in this research, it was 
clear from the little evidence received that sexual harassment is largely ignored in the Public Service. Victims 
would rather not take action but choose the safer route of going to the Employee Assistance  Programmes 
(EAP) for counseling.

2.11  The role that the Office on the Status of Women (OSW) plays in supporting
           and encouraging gender mainstreaming in Public Service

It was apparent that the OSW did not have the institutional capacity to deliver on their mandate. In addition, 
they are also expected to participate in intergovernmental partnerships where they act as a support to Government, 
stretching their limited resources and capacities.

The OSW should play a much bigger role in monitoring compliance on gender mainstreaming within all departments. 
The findings of this study could provide an ideal opportunity for the OSW to sensitise national and provincial 
government stakeholders about gender equity issues in relation to the workplace and would provide an entry 
point for jointly addressing these issues and to provide guidance and suppor t to the depar tments.

Between the Commission on Gender Equity (CGE) and OSW tensions exist around mandate and functioning, 
resulting in the overall lack of coordination and communication between the OSW, CGE, and DPSA with confusion 
raised at all levels about roles and responsibilities. In order for the OSW to fulfill its mandate effectively there 
should be a clear definition of what this office’s role is in relation to other stakeholders in gender mainstreaming 
in the Public Service.

3.  RECOMMENDATIONS

As the situation currently stands there is not a strong enough commitment within the Public Service, beyond 
numerical targets, to actually create the necessary enabling environment for gender mainstreaming and gender 
equality. Organisational cultures need to be revisited and changes made to the way we work in order to 
reshape policies and programmes and thereby eliminate those laws, structures antd behaviours that allow 
for gender inequalities to be perpetuated. This requires the development of new skills, working methods and 
tools, and the changing of attitudes.

The following recommendetions are put foward as interventions to implement gender mainstreaming in  
departments:
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3.1  Accelerate Empowerment of women

A specific programme targeting women on accelerated learning for specific roles and senior positions in 
departments should be introduced by SAMDI.  In order to qualify for such training and to ensure that the 
right persons are targeted, competency testing should be applied to applicants. 

A structured mentoring programme should be put in place by departments so that women who are advanced 
to leadership positions have the necessary support. Mentoring is a powerful means of helping women who 
have been advanced to senior positions, to make the significant transitions, both professionally and personally. 
The essence of mentoring is imparting wisdom through a process of providing support, advice and feedback 
that allows the individual to identify their aspirations and maximise their strengths.  A clear identification plan 
must therefore be outlined and feedback sessions between mentors and mentees must be outlined. The 
process can be very empowering to women as they become more aware of their abilities and their own 
worth.

3.2  Improve Gender representivity profile/Recruitment and promotions

In order to change the profile of government especially at senior levels, it is proposed that recruitment should 
specifically target women for senior positions. A tracking system to follow the movement of women into 
senior management should be developed to assess after a period of time whether women are promoted 
and advanced to senior management.

3.3  Effective Gender structures and processes

The eligibility requirements for appointment as a GFP should be commensurate with the skill levels required 
for providing leadership and direction for gender mainstreaming. It is important that the GFP be given the 
authority to drive gender mainstreaming programmes. Most important is that the GFP should have access 
to the SMS and the Head of Department so that reports on gender mainstreaming can be addressed at 
that level. The GFP should be dedicated to work with gender issues and all its intricacies and not have 
additional multiple roles to play as is currently the case (the role could be reviewed after a 3-year period).

Gender should be incorporated into departmental strategic plans with clear activity plans and indicators. If 
departments are to mainstream gender, visible mechanisms to co-ordinate and monitor the implementation 
of gender-related plans of action need to be put into place. Gender mainstreaming activities and programmes 
must be included in budgeting processes.
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3.4  Family friendly policies

DPSA must put in place a national framework aimed at creating a more enabling environment and recognise 
the importance of providing social benefits to families. This framework should compel departments to provide 
for :

•  Breastfeeding facilities;
•  Flexi-time to accommodate child caring considerations; and
•  Consideration to be given for child care facilities.

3.5  Management responses to gender mainstreaming

It should be compulsory for all senior managers to be capacitated to enhance gender management skills and 
raise the general level of gender awareness. Unless the organisational culture changes to ensure the 
empowerment of both women and men through equal participation in decision-making on issues which affect 
their lives, gender equality will not happen. For this to be effective, a change process should be implemented. 
This is not a once off event but must address the key organisational culture issues and attitudes that affect 
gender mainstreaming. Change management should also address the issue of culture within the work place 
and its relation to home values. It becomes important to change the hearts and minds in order to change 
the attitudes of men towards women.

3.6  Improved Gender relations

It should be compulsory for all staff including senior management to attend workshops on sexual harassment. 
 A more supportive environment must be created for sexual harassment to be reported and addressed 
outside of normal grievance and disciplinary processes. Those who are responsible for employee grievances
should sign a confidentiality clause that ensures that matters brought to their attention are dealt with in a 
professional manner. There should be a zero-tolerance policy with regard to sexual harassment for all in the 
Public Service to recognise the seriousness with which this is taken.

3.7  Effective coordination and collaboration for gender mainstreaming in the Public 
        Service

If the role and mandate of the OSW is to promote gender mainstreaming in the Public Service and to monitor 
its implementation, then it is critical that the OSW is provided with the skills and resources to implement 
their mandate, and be held accountable. Part of the mandate of the OSW should be to enhance the efficiency 
of the National Gender Machinery (NGM) at national and provincial levels, and to develop effective collaborative
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