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Facts, Solutions, Case Studies, and Policy Recommendations

OVERVIEW
Women worldwide continue to be marginalized from the political sphere, due to restrictive laws and
institutional barriers, discriminatory cultural practices, and disproportionately low access to quality
education, healthcare, and resources. Yet reversing discriminatory policies and practices is not impossible.
This policy brief examines various proven solutions to addressing barriers in institutions, sociocultural
norms, and individual capacity in order to empower women and amplify their voices in decision-making
processes. The interventions below range from raising awareness among girls and women—particularly
the most marginalized—of their national power structures, to fostering inclusivity in leadership roles.

SECTION 1: FRAMING THE ISSUE
Girls and women have a right to engage in civil society, vote in elections, be elected to government
office, serve on boards, and make their voices heard in any process that will ultimately affect them, their
families, and their communities. Moreover, in a world where more than half of the population now lives
under democracies,1 the inclusion and full and equal participation of all citizens—including women—
has become increasingly critical for good governance, which in turn is necessary for development,
sustainable peace and ending poverty. By investing in women’s political participation, the international
community not only moves closer to achieving gender equality, but also to fulfilling the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and targets that depend upon it. While achieving gender equality and
empowering girls and women is the goal of SDG 5, the benefits from the inclusion of girls and women
are cross-cutting, paving the way to more inclusive, responsive, and resilient democracies, balanced
economic growth, and enhanced peacebuilding capacities. 2,3
As of March 2017, roughly 23% of national parliamentarians were women, an increase of around 11
percentage points from 1997.4,5 Women have also increasingly taken on positions of power as civil
society activists, political party leaders, local councilors and mayors, cabinet ministers, prime ministers,
and presidents.6,7 Despite this progress, there is still a long road ahead to achieve gender equality in the
political sphere. And although multiple international agreements, regional frameworks and national laws
recognize and uphold women’s human right to participate in politics and reach leadership positions as
a measure of democratic integrity, the widespread, absence of women in political and decision-making
bodies persists. As of January 2017, only 31 countries in the world have 30% or more women ministers
and only 18.3% of all ministers globally are women, marking an increase of just 4 percentage points
over 12 years.8,9 Furthermore:
•

Meeting the demand to invest in
women’s political participation
and decision-making power is
linked to the achievement of
several SDG goals and targets,
including:
SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and
empower all women and girls
•	
5.5 Ensure women’s full and
effective participation and equal
opportunities for leadership at
all levels of decision-making in
political, economic, and public life
• 5
 .c Adopt and strengthen sound
policies and enforceable legislation
for the promotion of gender
equality and the empowerment of
all women and girls at all levels
SDG 10: Reduce inequality within
and among countries
•	
10.2 By 2030, empower and
promote the social, economic,
and political inclusion of all,
irrespective of age, sex, disability,
race, ethnicity, origin, religion, or
economic or other status
•	
10.3 Ensure equal opportunity
and reduce inequalities of
outcome, including by eliminating
discriminatory laws, policies,
and practices and promoting
appropriate legislation, policies,
and action in this regard

As of March 2017, only 15 women worldwide are serving as heads of state.10

•	
As

of January 2017, women make up less than 10% of parliament in 34 countries; globally, women’s
representation in parliament reflected regional discrepancies: 41.7% (Nordic countries); 28.3%
(Americas); 25% (Europe, excluding Nordic countries); 23.8% (sub-Saharan Africa); 19.6% (Asia);
18.9% (Arab States); 15% (Pacific).11

•	
In 2013,

58% of public sector employees in OECD countries were women, but they are
underrepresented in top-level posts; in 2012, women held 29% of senior management positions in
the public sector.12

•	
Data

between 1992 and 2011 show women accounted for 4% of signatories to peace agreements
and less than 10% of negotiators at peace tables.13

There are multiple barriers that prevent women from taking their place within the political arena,
including legal, political, and cultural constraints. These barriers—which are often rooted in exclusionary
traditional gender norms and are not faced by men—bring additional challenges for women who wish
to participate in politics. Even when women and men share the same barrier, such as belonging to
a marginalized community, women are disproportionately impacted because of their lower status
in society and reduced access to resources due to their gender.14 Breaking down these barriers and
creating opportunities for women calls for a collaborative effort among states, civil society, and the
international community.15,16
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When it comes to humanitarian crises and conflict or post-conflict settings, women’s voices are
especially needed to address the disproportionate risk of sexual violence that women face.17 Women’s
participation in conflict resolution and peace-building needs to be encouraged and facilitated in order
for conflict resolution to take on a gender-sensitive lens.18 However, even where women’s participation
is encouraged, it often takes place on the national level, disregarding rural women and women from
marginalized communities.19 Additionally, it’s not enough for women to simply be included in peace and
security discussions: they must also be protected during and after the conflict, ensuring that proper
referral systems for sexual violence and comprehensive sexual and reproductive health care are in
place.20 Despite the importance of including women’s voices in conflict resolution, women remain a
small minority of UN military peacekeepers and parliamentarians in conflict-afflicted countries. 21

SECTION 2: SOLUTIONS AND INTERVENTIONS
The barriers that women and girls face to their meaningful political inclusion occur and must be
addressed on three levels: the individual, institutional, and socio-cultural.22,23 While change may not
happen simultaneously on each level, all three must be addressed in order to create an enabling
environment for women to reach equal and sustainable political participation. Breaking down the
barriers and creating opportunities for women at each level calls for a collaborative effort among
states, civil society, and the international community. 24,25 Each of these stakeholders, from lawmakers
to activists to religious or traditional leaders and family members, can play a different role in addressing
different challenges for women’s participation. Due to discriminatory laws, institutional and cultural
barriers, and disproportionate access to quality education, healthcare, and resources, women
worldwide continue to be marginalized in the political arena. 26 The path forward needs to ensure and
support women’s right to be involved in decision-making and political processes, and should be rooted
in the following solutions:
•

Introduce gender quotas as transitional mechanisms

•	
Promote

women’s rights, safety and participation during humanitarian crises, conflict prevention,
and peacebuilding processes

•	
Promote

women’s rights and participation in conflict prevention, mitigation of humanitarian crises,
and peacebuilding processes

•

Include young women and women within marginalized populations

•

Create training and leadership pathways that are gender-sensitive

•

Foster inclusivity in leadership, civic engagement, and decision-making in public and private spheres

•

Ensure political environments are free from discrimination and violence

•

Ensure recognition of women in decision-making capacities

Introduce Gender Quotas as Transitional Mechanisms
Evidence suggests that when women are elected to political positions, they can make a difference for
girls and women and strongly impact legislation. 27 In many cases, women are more likely to pursue
inclusive policies and respond to constituent concerns;28 they tend to push for positive change around
health, community wellbeing, poverty reduction, and family welfare, and are more likely to strive to
reach a consensus on policies. 29,30,31
When well-designed and properly implemented, quotas can be effective, temporary measures to
increase women’s access to decision-making positions while transitioning to the point where a gender
balance in political leadership can be achieved and sustained. 32 Quotas can be adapted to fit a variety
of political system, structures and contexts, and while they may not work in every situation, they can
be particularly crucial within electoral systems that are not conducive to equal participation. 33 Quotas
often address an institutional barrier, whether within political parties or at a national level, and ideally,
rather than placing the onus on individual women to succeed, they demand action from institutional
actors and power-holders.34 In the 46 countries where women represented more than 30% of elected
legislators as of June 2016, 35 40 countries had some form of quota system—either a legislative
candidate quota or reserved seats.36
Case Study: Doubling the Proportion of Women Parliamentarians in Senegal
In 2010, after long-term efforts by civil society and the national cross-party women’s network, Senegal
adopted legislation calling for women to be guaranteed seats in all elective bodies at every level of
government. It set mandatory stipulations for absolute gender parity by requiring political parties to alternate
one man and one women on the lists of candidates they submitted, or risk having their candidates rejected
outright. In preparation for the 2012 elections, the government, along with civil society and UN Women,
launched an awareness campaign and a training program on the electoral process to educate and encourage
female candidates. The outcome of the 2012 elections resulted in a near balance between men and women in
the National Assembly—a tangible shift toward gender parity and democracy.37

SDG 16: Promote peaceful and
inclusive societies for sustainable
development, provide access to
justice for all, and build effective,
accountable, and inclusive
institutions at all levels.
• 1
 6.7 Ensure responsive, inclusive,
participatory, and representative
decision-making at all levels
•	
16.10 Ensure public access
to information and protect
fundamental freedoms, in
accordance with national legislation
and international agreements
•	
16.b Promote and enforce nondiscriminatory laws and policies for
sustainable development

Promote Women’s Rights, Safety and Participation During Humanitarian Crises, Conflict
Prevention, and Peacebuilding Processes
In 2000, the UN Security Council passed a Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security, which
calls for: 1) women’s participation in peace processes, 2) the protection of girls’ and women’s rights, 3)
gender training for peacekeeping operations, and 4) gender mainstreaming around UN activities around
conflict, peace and security.38 Women’s participation in democratic transitions improves the likelihood of
peace negotiations arriving at settlements; when local women are meaningfully included, the likelihood
of violence ending within a year increases by 24%.39 Beyond the formal process of peace accords,
transitions provide a pivotal moment for gender equality and women’s empowerment in a country. They
offer a rare opportunity to transform fundamental barriers to gender equality, allowing institutions,
processes and norms to be reshaped into more inclusive systems—a transformation which, in turn,
can build the democratic backbone of sustainable peace, fostering more resilient democracies and the
prevention of future conflict. Yet for these transitions to be transformative, women must not only be
present at formal processes, but also have the capacity to engage in the creation of new governing
structures.40 Women remain underrepresented in leadership roles within conflict and post-conflict
settings. Women’s seats in parliamentary roles in conflict and post-conflict zones made up 4% less than
the 22% global average in 2015.41 And while 88% of U.N.-supported peace talks included consultations
with women in 2014, three-quarters of all peace agreements from 2000 - 2015 failed to mention
women.42 Inadequate support and persistent negative attitudes toward women in power continue to
bar them from claiming their place at peace negotiations.43 And although there is broad recognition that
gender-specific peacebuilding strategies can aid in effective and holistic reconstruction, national policies
and programs often neglect to invite women to the negotiating table or to provide a platform for girls
and women to voice their specific needs during reconstruction periods.44,45
Case Study: The Peace Table Project
As the Asia-Pacific focus of the Women at the Peace Table project, Indonesia has made great efforts to
attain gender balance in peace negotiations through a participatory process. Through convening actors from
government and civil society, the project has yielded positive dialogue around ways to develop sounder and
more gender-inclusive policies for peacebuilding. From these meetings, a report, Women at the Indonesian
Peace Table: Enhancing the Contributions of Women to Conflict Resolution, was released, outlining the
positive effects of women in leadership roles. As a follow-up, training sessions were conducted to address the
relationship between women, peace, and security.46

Include Young Women and Women within Marginalized Populations
Positions of political power must be accessible to all women, and not restrictive based on age, education,
socio-economic status, geographical origin, sexual orientation, sexual identity, or any other demographic
characteristic. Youth are more traditionally represented in civil society movements, yet they remain
underrepresented in formal positions of power despite their capacity to serve as agents of change. In
one-third of countries, the minimum age to serve in parliament is 25, yet only 1.65% of parliamentarians
are under 30; only 13.52% are under 40.47,48 In the United States, although young women are more
likely to engage in political volunteer work compared to their male peers, the gap between the levels of
confidence young men and young women have in their leadership skills and political ambitions grows
significantly in adolescence.49,50
Parliamentary representation of women from indigenous populations can also benefit society by creating
space for new insights regarding national issues. Globally, parliamentary participation by indigenous
populations remains low. Research conducted by the Inter-Parliamentary Union shows that indigenous
people are proportionally underrepresented in 12 parliaments and absent from 9 parliaments out of the
33 parliaments with data available.51 There are a lack of data available on indigenous populations’ roles
in decision-making bodies—less than half the parliaments surveyed had data available on indigenous
representation, possibly due to the low number of countries that legally recognize indigenous peoples.52
Women from marginalized groups often face even greater barriers to participation, facing intersectional
discrimination.

Create Training and Leadership Pathways That Are Gender-Sensitive
Offering women political leadership and skills-based training provides them with the foundation they
need to actively participate in politics. Many groups and organizations around the world have carried
out programs focused on overcoming major political barriers for women candidates, legislators, and
influencers.53 These barriers include lack of financial resources and educational opportunities, as well
as unaccommodating governments and geographic restrictions. By fostering opportunities in political
engagement training, women may increasingly take action at local, national, and international levels to
yield lasting results.
Case Study: Train, Run, Win and Lead
An umbrella network of women’s organizations in Trinidad & Tobago launched a training program in 2013
to educate women on the fundamental elements of politics in their country. “Train, Run, Win and Lead” not

Relevant International
Agreements:
•	Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (1979)
•	United Nations Economic
and Social Council Resolution
(1990/15)
•	Beijing Declaration and Platform
for Action (1995)
•	2003 United Nations General
Assembly resolution on women’s
political participation (A/
RES/58/142)
•	2011 United Nations General
Assembly resolution on women’s
political participation (A/
RES/66/130)
•	Sustainable Development Goals
(2015-2030)
•	Report of the High-Level Working
Group on the Health and Human
Rights of Women, Children and
Adolescents (2017)

only educates women about who is responsible for what in government, but the program works to empower them to fully participate in positions of leadership and
ultimately effect change. Following the first round of trainings, half of the women who ran for office won seats in local elections – almost all of which had previously
been held by men.54

Foster Inclusivity in Leadership, Civic Engagement, and Decision-Making in Public and Private Spheres
Addressing the needs of girls and women is impossible without representation of their interests in top decision-making positions. Evidence shows that an
increase in the participation of women in politics affects how their needs are prioritized in policymaking. In some Scandinavian countries, for example—where
women are well represented in positions of power—public budgets and policies more appropriately reflect the interests of girls and women.55This same
principle holds true for institutions of global governance, where there is a distinct gender imbalance. One study found that 73.5% of companies have at least
one female director, but when counting boards with at least three women present—the critical mass to allow women to contribute more equally—that number
drops to 20.1%.56,57
When it comes to tackling the effects of climate change and natural disasters, girls and women are integral to progress and must be included in decision
making and mitigation leadership. Disaster Risk Reduction—the practice of systematic analysis and mitigation of the causes of disasters, including reducing
exposure to hazards, lessening the vulnerability of people and property, wise management of land and environment, and improving preparedness and early
warning for adverse events—is only effective when girls and women are involved.58,59
â For more, please reference the brief focused on Investing in Women to Tackle Climate Change and Conserve the Environment.
Women’s participation in local government is essential to inform policy and deliver change. Women’s engagement in leadership positions at the grassroots
level has been shown to have positive correlations to a higher quality of education, health, and infrastructure projects, as well as a boost to women’s
empowerment and standards of living.60 Yet empowerment starts in the home and in the community. Admiration, respect, and affection in father-daughter
relationships are vital components of successful women.61 For both male and female children, the father’s role matters, particularly in terms of how boys
interpret gender equality.62 Studies have also indicated that community and sports programs can foster problem-solving, team-building, communication, and
leadership skills in girls that can be applied throughout their lives.63
Case Study: Women in India Influence Local Politics
By 2009, women’s grassroots political representation in India had reached 50%.64 Prior to the 73rd Amendment Act in 1992, women were often restricted from
elected positions.65 The act changed that by reserving at least one-third of the seats of all Panchayat Councils and one-third of all Pradhan (head of the Panchayat) for
women.66 Since its inception, women Panchayat Raj (village committee) leaders have become increasingly involved in their communities, ensuring that issues such as
quality healthcare and education, as well as the financial considerations necessary to realize access to these services, are discussed at meetings.67 As a result of their
participation, there was a 62% increase of potable water projects in these communities initiated by a woman leader, as compared to communities with male leaders.68

Ensure Political Environments Are Free from Discrimination and Violence
Women will have greater incentive to engage in political campaigns if the political climate is free of violence, threats, and negative attitudes. Addressing
masculine stereotypes of power, discriminatory party practices, and threats and acts of violence against women in electoral contexts is an important step
towards building this kind of environment.42 This includes engaging boys and men in promoting and supporting girls and women as leaders and decision
makers, as well as holding individuals who obstruct women’s abilities to engage in leadership roles accountable.43

Ensure Recognition of Women in Decision-Making Capacities
A growing number of reports from around the world indicate that as women step forward to claim their right to participate in politics, they are met by acts
that encompass psychological abuse (both in person and online), physical or sexual assault, economic violence, and threats or coercion. This phenomenon of
violence against women in politics is a global issue, and has serious repercussions for inclusive democratic societies. Violence cuts across all political sectors,
including civil society, political parties, electoral processes, and parliaments, and affects politically active women regardless of their roles. While acts of
violence against women in politics are directed at individual women, they carry an impact beyond their intended specific target: to frighten other women who
are already politically active, to deter women who might consider engaging in politics, and to communicate to society that women should not participate in
public life in any capacity.69
In addition, women will have greater incentive to engage in political campaigns if the political climate is free of violence, threats, and negative attitudes
about women’s leadership and capacity. Addressing the concept that violence is “the cost of politics” requires dismantling masculine stereotypes of power,
discriminatory party practices, and threats and acts of violence against women in electoral contexts, and is an important step towards building an enabling
environment for women’s free and equal participation.70 This includes engaging boys and men in promoting and supporting girls and women as leaders and
decision makers, as well as holding individuals who obstruct women’s abilities to engage in leadership roles accountable.71
Case Study: Working to End “Sextortion” in Tanzania
While corruption is an issue that affects citizens regardless of their gender, women are often differently targeted and disproportionately impacted by it. In Tanzania,
civil society groups became very concerned over the widespread practice of “sextortion,” wherein women in political parties, rather than being asked for money in
return for political nominations, are asked for sexual favors—a distinct form of violence against them.72 In 2014, they launched a “Coalition Against Sextortion” with
an accompanying campaign to raise awareness about the pervasive presence of this sexual extortion of women and the harassment women faced in public life. They
also undertook training for women candidates and politicians ahead of the national elections, training them to recognize and avoid sextortion if they encountered it.
As a result of these efforts, the Ethics Secretariat in the country issued guidelines in the spring of 2015 cracking down on sextortion, sending a clear message to public
officials that the practice of sexual extortion would no longer be tolerated.73

Ensure Recognition of Women in Decision-Making Capacities
Advancing the right of women to serve in positions of leadership and actively participate in decision-making processes can be achieved in part through their
enhanced visibility. By publicly recognizing their contributions, the capacities of girls and women are more broadly accepted, thus dispelling negative gender
stereotypes.74 The media are crucial partners to highlight the positive contributions of women in politics and avoid perpetuating negative gender-based

stereotypes, which influence public opinion about the role of women in public life. Female politicians can also gain visibility through support from civil society
and other female leaders.75,76 Working with others, including boys and men, can also contribute to shifting societal perceptions around political gender roles
or capabilities. Toward this end, women parliamentarians have a duty to share their experiences publicly and ensure that their female constituents are well
informed.
Case Study: Albanian President Tells Women Leaders to Make their Voices Heard
In 2009, Albanian President Bamir Topi called on women to not only participate in politics and public life, but to actively strive to be seen and heard in those positions.77
With 10 of 140 parliamentary seats and 1 of 65 mayoral positions occupied by women, Albania had one of the lowest percentages of elected women in Europe.78 In an
effort to shift these statistics, the government has invested in ways to increase women’s effective and visible participation in politics as a means of maintaining a stable,
democratic government and economic growth.79

SECTION 3: THE BENEFITS OF INVESTMENT
Investing in women’s right to political participation is a necessary step to achieving global gender equality and democratic governance. 80 And since women
in positions of authority tend to advocate for and allocate budgets towards social issues, their involvement in political processes is beneficial for all. 81 The
positive impact of increasing women’s participation in politics, for example, has been documented in a study reporting that an increased number of women in
parliament leads to greater investments in education.82 Another study showed that companies with strong female leadership, meaning three or more women
on the board or female board representation higher than the country average, boast a return on equity that is 10.1% annually, compared to 7.4% annually for
companies without.83
Furthermore, research suggests that gender balance in the political sphere promotes gender balance in the workforce. This represents tremendous economic
potential, as evidence shows that gender equality in the workforce could lead to a doubling in global GDP growth by 2025. 84 Women’s political participation
stretches beyond elected office: women’s involvement and empowerment in all aspects of public life, from activism in civil society to leadership in political
parties and on corporate boards, brings gains for sustainable, peaceful democracy, and for more representative, resilient systems. 85 Evidence also shows that
countries with higher engagement of women in public life experience lower levels of inequality. 86
â For more, please reference the brief focused on Boosting Women’s Economic Empowerment.

SECTION 4: CALLS TO ACTION
Women’s equal participation in politics is a crucial step towards achieving gender equality, the SDGs, and progress for all. It is not only empowering for
the women engaged, but benefits their communities, countries, and the world as a whole. Closing the gender gap by ensuring women’s right to political
participation requires cross-cutting approaches to national and local issues and specific actions from key institutions.
In order to power progress for all, many different constituents must work together—governments, civil society, academia, media, affected populations, the
United Nations, and the private sector—to take the following actions for girls and women:
•	
Eliminate

structural and legal obstacles that hinder women’s participation in politics and decision-making, and hold those obstructing them accountable.
(Most relevant for: governments and the private sector)

•	
O ffer

training programs for young people, women, and men on political systems, women’s right to participation, and roles in decision-making.
(Most relevant for: civil society and governments)

•	
Introduce

temporary quota systems and gender-sensitive leadership pathways to help bring women into political spheres.
(Most relevant for: governments, the private sector, and NGOs)

•	
Secure

visibility of female politicians and decision-makers, and promote a safe and enabling political environment in which they may participate in public
life at all levels.
(Most relevant for: governments, civil society, media, the United Nations, and the private sector)

•	
Promote

women in leadership and decision-making at all levels, including at peace negotiation tables, including at peace negotiation tables and in
humanitarian emergencies, by investing in NGOs that provide a space for women’s involvement.
(Most relevant for: governments, civil society, the United Nations, and the private sector)

•	
Promote

community and sport programs that foster leadership skills for girls and women and promote gender equality.
(Most relevant for: civil society and governments)

•	
Support

women’s leadership in the workplace through greater inclusion in executive positions and on corporate boards.
(Most relevant for: governments and the private sector)

•	
Fund

grassroots organizations that build the capacity of women to participate both individually and collectively in social, economic, political, and public life
(Most relevant for: governments and the private sector)

•	
Incorporate

men, especially fathers and sons, in training focused on supporting and promoting girls and women as leaders and decision makers.

(Most relevant for: governments, civil society, and the United Nations)
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