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Introduction

Introduction
Under the framework of EIGE’s work on gender 
mainstreaming, a study on women in power and 
decision-making was carried out by a consorti-
um composed of ÖSB Consulting GmbH and the 
Queen’s University Belfast.

The objective of the project was to develop a com-
prehensive methodology and a set of criteria to as-
sess and identify examples of good practices in the 
field of women in political decision-making.

EIGE’s approach is based on the identification and 
assessment of good practices as a fundamental tool 
for gender mainstreaming and the promotion of 
gender equality across the European Union.

The examples of good practices presented in this 
publication have been identified and assessed by 
experts and stakeholders. This process was carried 
out in line with EIGE’s approach on good practices. 
Thirty examples of good practices with the poten-
tial to advance women’s political participation were 
presented and discussed among participants.

There are large differences between countries 
when it comes to legal and other measures to ad-
vance women, reflecting different gender policy 
traditions. Thus, it is clear that there is no one ‘best’ 
way to improve gender balance and increase wom-
en’s participation in political decision-making. The 

purpose is therefore not simply to imitate the ex-
amples of good practices, but to use them as an in-
spiration for adaptation to different contexts. Shar-
ing experience and highlighting effective initiatives 
facilitate creative thinking; the development of new 
ideas can motivate others to take further actions.

Chapter 1 of this report provides a short introduc-
tion to the current situation in the European Union 
when it comes to women in political decision-mak-
ing. The following chapter describes the method-
ology used for mapping and selecting the exam-
ples of good practices, while chapter 3 presents 
the main outcomes of the study and highlights the 
findings stemming from these examples. Chapter 4 
focuses on the ways to further promote gender bal-
ance in politics. The final chapter provides key con-
clusions linked to the consultation meeting debate.

Examples of good practices can support Member 
State governments in fulfilling their commitment to 
the Beijing Platform for Action declaration:

’We are convinced that women’s empowerment 
and their full participation on the basis of equality 
in all spheres of society, including participation in 
the decision‑making processes and access to power, 
are fundamental for the achievement of equality, 
development and peace’ (1).

1 Fourth World Conference on Women — Beijing Declaration, 
1995: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
declar.htm.

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/declar.htm
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/declar.htm
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1.  Background: women in 
political decision‑making

Figure 1: Women and Men in Member State national parliaments, 2014

Source: European Commission, DG JUST. Database on women and men in decision-making.
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Women make up 51.2 % of the population of the 
European Union, yet do not share the distribution 
of political, economic and social resources of pow-
er equally with men. In political decision-making, 
women’s under-representation remains stubbornly 
persistent. Over the past 10 years, the overall pro-
portion of women in the EU Member States’ na-
tional parliaments increased by only a moderate 
6 %, reaching 28 % in 2014. In 2009, eight (29 %) 
Member States had 30 % women in the parliament; 
by 2014 this  number had increased to only 11 Mem-
ber States (39 %). However, six Member States had 
fewer than 20 % women parliamentarians in 2014 
(IE, CY, LV, HU, MT, RO) (Figure 1).

The increase in women’s participation in political 
decision-making recorded by Member States has 
been assisted by special measures of either a vol-
untary or legislative kind. Of the 11 Member States 
with a critical mass (30 %) or more of women par-
liamentarians, five have legislated for candidate 
gender quotas (BE, ES, IT, PT, SI, at regional level), 

while the remaining have strong voluntary quota 
measures implemented by political parties. These 
countries are influenced by a political culture which 
is sensitive to gender equality issues (DK, DE, NL, AT, 
FI, SE).

When voluntary measures are ineffective in deliver-
ing an improved gender ratio in parliament, atten-
tion turns to securing the adoption of special meas-
ures such as legal gender quotas. Eight EU Member 
States had adopted quota legislation for national 
elections by 2014. The operation of quotas can have 
a significant impact on women’s share of political 
decision-making, as the example of Slovenia shows 
(see Figure 2). More modest, though discernible, in-
creases in women’s share of parliamentary seats oc-
curred in Portugal, France, Poland and Greece after 
implementation of the candidate gender quota law. 
The quota provisions enacted in Ireland in 2012 are 
still to be implemented.
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Women’s share of government positions also 
continues to remain unequal, at 27 %. The male- 
dominated nature of political life is further illustrated 
by the absence of women in party leadership posi-
tions across Europe: women comprise only 19 (13 %) 
of the 134 party leaders in the 28 Member States, and 
15 Member States have even an all-male profile in 
terms of party leadership. While women fare some-
what better in holding deputy leadership positions 
(33 %), these roles are not necessarily the preparatory 
ground for assuming party leadership in the future.

The glass ceiling for women in political decision- 
making thus remains. While previously it was found 
in the realm of parliaments, it is now more at the 
level of top decision-making positions in parties and 
governments. Enabling women to secure these posts 
requires changes in perception among political elites 
(particularly parties) as well as society as a whole.

Figure 2: Proportion of women in national/federal parliaments in countries with legislated 
quotas, 2003–2014

Source: European Commission, DG JUST. Database on women and men in decision-making.
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Electoral system rules can help or hinder women’s 
inclusion. Most Member States operate list elector-
al systems. Indeed, there is an on-going discussion 
as to whether ‘open list’ systems (where seats are 
allocated according to party share of the vote, but 
an individual ballot determines who gets to fill the 
seats) benefit women candidates, and on that point 
the evidence is still mixed. In other cases, the elec-
toral system itself may make it difficult to have al-
ternate female and male candidates on the ballot 
paper — for example, the single transferable vote 
used in Malta and Ireland, and the plurality system 
in the UK. More generally, though, it is the interac-
tion of political culture, electoral system rules, and 
the presence or absence of measures (voluntary 
or legally required) to increase women’s presence 
among election candidates that shapes women’s 
political opportunities.
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(3) Political tools on gender 
balance and advocacy

This thematic focus addresses voluntary and legisla-
tive quota measures, gender mainstreaming mech-
anisms within political assemblies and advocacy by 
civil society in favour of women’s equal participa-
tion, and fighting discrimination.

It is important to remember that due to the scope 
and aim of the study, the expected examples of good 
practices are not intended to be ‘the best examples 
in all EU Member States’ but effective and rele‑
vant solutions implemented to promote gender 
equality in political decision-making and to increase  
women’s participation in the whole political sphere.

In total, 62 examples of initiatives promoting 
women in political decision‑making were col-
lected. A comprehensive screening and assessment 
process was carried out, consulting stakeholders 
and experts, in order to select 30 examples show-
ing a high degree of innovation, effectiveness and 
transferability. Diversity was a further important 
principle for selection, aiming at presenting a wide 
variety of initiatives from different Member States 
with varying gender equality traditions.

2.  Methodology: mapping 
and assessing good 
practices

The starting point for the selection of good prac-
tices, in the context of this study, was to look at in-
novative policies in Member States which can be 
considered effective in increasing women’s political 
participation and are perceived as having a high 
potential for transferability to other countries.

The thematic focus for the mapping exercise 
comprised:

(1) Competence development

This includes capacity-building tools such as men-
toring, training courses, seminars and the estab-
lishment of knowledge and expertise networks 
to support women’s participation in political 
decision-making.

(2) Awareness raising

This encompasses effective means of communica-
tion, helping to change attitudes, behaviours and 
beliefs and overcoming inequalities, e.g. campaigns 
to promote gender equality in elections or to dis-
seminate information about women candidates.
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Around 30 participants with extensive experience 
and broad knowledge in the field attended the 
consultation meeting and played an active role in 
validating the methodology, assessing the practices 
and selecting the final examples to be disseminated 
by EIGE and presented on its website. The partici-
pants included official representatives of ministries, 
parliaments, institutional mechanisms for the pro-
motion of gender equality and other public bod-
ies, experts from research centres and universities, 
representatives of political parties and women’s 
networks, as well as members of NGOs and other 
relevant institutions in the field of gender equality.

In the next step, from these 30 examples with poten-
tial, 11 were identified as EIGE’s examples of good 
practices. The selection was based on a set of crite-
ria, taking into account EIGE’s work on good practic-
es, further developed and specified for the field of 
political decision-making. Three levels of criteria were 
applied (see Annex 1 for more detailed information):

• general criteria adopted by EIGE to assess tools, 
methods or practices with potential to improve 
gender equality;

• common criteria applicable to all good practices 
promoting women in political decision-making 
(cross-cutting through all three thematic focus 
areas);

• specific criteria applicable to a particular the-
matic focus area (competence development, 
awareness raising, political tools on gender bal-
ance, and advocacy).



3.  The advancement 
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of good practices
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and mentoring programmes for new politicians to 
prepare them for their work and to enhance their 
political skills including specific strategies to facili-
tate women’s advancement. The example of the 
multifaceted approach taken by the Maltese Labour 
Party illustrates how different training and capaci-
ty development tools can be creatively combined. 
On the other hand, there is a considerable lack of 
initiative from political parties to address this issue 
and even where strategies are devised, formal and 
informal practices within the parties are still hinder-
ing progress. In this case NGOs and feminist associ-
ations step in, launching cross-party initiatives to fill 
the gap. The German, Czech and Portuguese men-
toring programmes provide successful examples of 
this kind.

Political level: In many countries women remain 
particularly under-represented in local government 
and it is often the case that the stereotypes at the 
local community level are stronger. Action is need-
ed to tackle this challenge and encourage more 
women to enter local politics. Mayoral and city 

3.  The advancement 
of women in politics: 
evidence from the 
selected examples 
of good practices

As the examples of good practices selected at the 
consultation meeting show, promoting women in 
political decision-making positions requires a com-
prehensive — and often closely interlinked — set of 
tools, ranging from a more general awareness rais-
ing about the issue, to specific competence devel-
opment for women candidates as well as advocacy 
and political tools, including legal measures.

3.1. Competence development

The cross-country analysis carried out in the frame-
work of the study clearly demonstrates a variety of 
approaches to empower women and equip them 
with leadership skills. This includes the organisa-
tions that launch the programme, the political level 
which is in focus, the target groups and the tools 
applied.

Organisations: On the one hand, many big parties, as  
the gatekeepers for candidacy, often have training 

Selected examples of good practices

International mentoring and training programmes (Fórum 50 %) Czech Republic

Women Power Politics — Helene Weber Kolleg (European Academy for Women in Politics and 
Business) Germany

Increasing women’s political representation through capacity development (Maltese Labour 
Party) Malta

From Woman to Woman (Portuguese Network of Young People for Gender Equality) Portugal
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which tools are chosen, for any training to be fruitful 
it should integrate gender equality considerations, 
challenge gender stereotypes and enable trainees 
to build capacity for promoting gender equality in 
their future political careers.

3.2. Awareness raising

Next to competence-development programmes, 
awareness-raising initiatives are also widely used to 
redress the existing gender imbalance in political 
decision-making. Most Member States have expe-
rience with awareness-raising campaigns either di-
rected at the general public or targeted at smaller 
groups with specific messages. The wide range of 
accumulated experiences include: campaigns to 
promote gender equality in elections; campaigns 
to disseminate information about women candi-
dates; campaigns to raise awareness among the 
general public, and men in particular, on gender 
equality in elections.

The good practice examples from Croatia, Ireland, 
Portugal and Sweden demonstrate that a well  
designed campaign by a committed organiser can 
move things forward, stimulate change and help to 
overcome inequality. The analysis suggests a num-
ber of features that make an initiative successful:

• The creative employment of innovative 
awareness‑raising tools is essential for mak-
ing the initiative visible and popular. The Croa-
tian campaign gained a lot of public attention 
by using such innovative methods as street 
performances and a ‘pillar of shame’ to point 

council positions equip women with the skills nec-
essary for higher levels of public office and serve 
to launch careers in regional and national politics. 
In view of this, initiatives focusing on the local lev-
el, mobilising women to take political mandates in 
their own cities are particularly relevant, like pro-
grammes developed in Germany and Portugal.

Target groups: The progress towards effective 
gender parity in political decision-making depends 
on the success in engaging a new generation of 
young women and men. Thus initiatives target-
ing young people and particularly young women 
prove to be very promising. Among them are the 
projects launched by the Portuguese Network of 
Young People for Gender Equality (REDE) and by 
the European Academy for Women in Politics and 
Business in Germany. Both aim at equipping young 
women with leadership skills, attracting them to 
politics, strengthening their networks and the in-
tergenerational transfer of knowledge.

Tools: The tools applied by different compe-
tence-development programmes include men-
toring, training courses and seminars, public cam-
paigns, work with the media, as well as building 
women’s platforms, networks and pools of poten-
tial candidates. The Czech Republic, Germany, Malta 
and Portugal demonstrate a comprehensive mix of 
measures in very different country settings, which 
may also inspire other countries. At the same time 
the emphasis is on political mentoring which is 
used increasingly as an effective strategy for com-
petence development. It is confirmed by the analy-
sis of the successful mentoring schemes (CZ, DE, PT) 
which are all building on international experience 
and high levels of expertise. Finally, irrespective of 

Selected examples of good practice

Stup Strama (Centre for Education, Counselling and Research) Croatia

Grass-roots campaigning for equal representation of women in politics (National Women’s 
Council of Ireland) Ireland

Women Can Do It! (Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality) Portugal

Combatting male dominance in politics (political parties and NGOs) Sweden
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people watching them could relate to the situa-
tions portrayed. The Croatian campaign gained 
popularity by posting sexist and discriminatory 
statements made by politicians on their website 
and inviting readers to vote for the most sexist.

• Linked to other measures (for example elec-
toral quotas or competence-development 
schemes) complementary campaigns can ef-
fectively support the implementation of these 
measures. Both the Croatian and Irish initiatives 
are linked to the introduction of quota regula-
tions and involve active campaigning for gender 
quotas, while the Portuguese Women Can Do It! 
project beneficially combined awareness raising 
with training in fostering women’s self-confi-
dence, communication and leadership skills.

3.3.  Advocacy and political 
tools on gender balance

In order to address gender imbalance in politics, 
countries have introduced a range of political tools, 
such as gender quotas and dedicated gender 
equality committees within political assemblies. 
Furthermore, change can also be initiated by com-
mitted advocacy from civil society.

Gender quotas (mandatory or voluntary) principally 
involve the introduction of targets for gender bal-
ance in candidate selection and in some cases ensure 
equal representation of the numbers of women and 
men elected. The Spanish law on mandatory wom-
en’s quotas on electoral lists provides a comprehen-
sive example of such a measure. Quota systems seem 
to be most successful when there are effective and 
rigorous sanctions in place for non-compliance. Like-
wise, they need to apply some sort of ‘zipper system’, 

at political parties not complying with gender 
equality principles. In Sweden actions to ad-
dress and counter male domination involved 
the use of role play, films and exercises which 
stimulated wide-ranging debate on women’s 
representation in politics and facilitated discus-
sion in schools, workplaces, municipalities, etc.

• The development of publicity materials 
(guides, toolkits, handbooks, etc.) strength-
ens the campaign and provides the targeted 
groups with helpful information and argumen-
tation. The educational guides and toolkits pro-
duced and disseminated in the framework of 
the Portuguese project were widely used by 
teachers in schools and helped them to tackle 
gender stereotypes among the students. The 
well-known Swedish ‘Power Handbook’ pub-
lished by the National Federation of Social Dem-
ocratic Women (with advice for women on how 
to get access to power) was translated into var-
ious languages and spread to many countries 
around the world supporting numerous aware-
ness-raising activities. A guide developed in the 
course of the Irish grass-roots campaign setting 
clear ways to build a woman-friendly parliament 
supported the efforts aimed at changing politi-
cal structures.

• The impact of an awareness-raising initiative 
is increased when it becomes visible and 
achieves good coverage in the media (tel-
evision, radio, social media, print media, etc.). 
The Portuguese nationwide campaign Women 
make democracy better was carried out in close 
collaboration with the media — it was widely 
featured on national and cable television, as well 
as on radio. In Sweden the use of social media 
(YouTube) allowed for wide dissemination of 
concepts to address domination techniques. 
The films used humour to illustrate situations in 
which such techniques are deployed and most

Selected examples of good practice

Delegations for Women’s Rights and Equal Opportunities for Women and Men France

Changing discriminatory party practice (Dutch Women’s Council and women’s associations) Netherlands

Mandatory Women’s Quotas (all political parties) Spain
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to prevent the female candidates being placed only 
in unwinnable positions at the end of the list. Quota 
regulations can help to change deeply embedded 
gender stereotypes and male-dominated political 
cultures. So far, about one third of Member States 
have some form of quota law in place.

Also the establishment of gender mainstreaming 
mechanisms within political assemblies (e.g. 
parliament) appears to be a growing trend. These 
mechanisms can be formal, such as a commission or 
a committee, or informal, such as a caucus or working 
groups. The functions of these mechanisms are 
broad and generally aim at drafting, promoting and 
monitoring laws and policies. They are instrumental 
in ensuring that gender equality issues are taken into 
account in national policies and in strengthening 
efforts to achieve equality between women and 
men. The French Parliamentary Delegations for 
Women’s Rights and Equal Opportunities for Women 
and Men provide an example of a parliamentary 
committee which can help to put certain gender 

equality issues on the agenda and to stop others 
from getting dropped from it, such as gender parity. 
In monitoring the implementation of policies they 
can highlight negative policy outcomes for women 
and raise public awareness.

Civil society’s continued advocacy for women’s 
equal participation is also important in promot-
ing gender equality in political decision-making. 
Advocacy by women’s organisations and NGOs 
can influence gender representation in politics and 
help change male-dominated attitudes and cul-
ture. Determined advocacy can have very concrete 
results in addressing women’s exclusion from poli-
tics, as the Dutch example shows. Challenging the 
discriminatory practices of the an ultra-orthodox 
protestant political party (SGP) was vital in address-
ing non-discrimination and equal treatment, which 
are fundamental to women’s representation in pol-
itics. This case highlights the need for continued 
commitment and advocacy to remove obstacles to 
women’s political participation.



4.  Promoting gender 
balance in politics — 
the way forward
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The full‑scale implementation of the existing 
legal frameworks presents a challenge in many 
countries�

Insufficient national funds as well as lack of politi-
cal will and civil society mobilisation often create 
barriers for putting adopted regulations into prac-
tice. Having this in mind, priority has been given to 
initiatives with renewed focus on implementa‑
tion. Among them the Spanish mandatory quota 
legislation, implemented effectively due to its well 
thought-out design which includes strict sanctions 
for non-compliance, and the French Delegation for 
Women’s Rights and Equal Opportunities for Wom-
en and Men in both houses of parliament which 
monitors and scrutinises all draft legislation for its 
gender impact and contributes to setting the po-
litical agenda.

The under‑representation of women in 
politics cannot be tackled effectively without 
attracting youth and young women in 
particular�

The lack of involvement by young women pre-
sents a serious challenge for the future. Initiatives 
specifically targeting young women, such as the 
two Portuguese projects, ‘From Woman to Woman’ 
aimed at educating and raising a new generation 
of women motivated to take a part in politics par-
ticularly at local level and ‘Women Can Do It!’ which 
is raising awareness and engaging young women 
through close cooperation with youth associations 
and schools, have been identified as valuable and 
relevant approaches. The same holds true for the 
German initiative Helene Weber Kolleg and the Irish 

4.  Promoting gender balance 
in politics — the way 
forward

In spite of the observed positive trends in women’s 
participation in political decision-making, further 
promotion of more gender-equal democratic pol-
itics remains on the agenda. Some of the examples 
of good practices identified are valuable in demon-
strating how to make progress in this direction. 
They vividly illustrate the innovative approaches 
that work well and thus could support those coun-
tries, parties and organisations that are facing simi-
lar challenges.

The need for political parties to become more 
focused on and more inclusive of women�

The prevailing culture within many parties as well as 
the insufficient support they give to gender equality 
issues present clear obstacles. In this context, good 
practices focusing on political parties and motivat-
ing them to support women more effectively pro-
vides very valuable examples. Among many, let us 
mention the following: the example of the Maltese 
Labour Party’s initiatives seeking to enhance the 
party’s policy agenda and to challenge stereotypical 
views of the roles of women and men in politics; the 
Croatian ‘Pillar of shame’ campaign attracting public 
attention to the lack of implementation of the 40 % 
gender quota by political parties and thus stimulat-
ing parties to change; the Spanish mandatory elec-
tion quotas introduced in 2007 which had a positive 
impact on women’s presence among elected pol-
iticians; the Dutch example of successful advoca-
cy by women’s associations aimed at challenging 
women’s exclusion from politics and the abolition 
of the discriminatory practice of an ultra-orthodox 
protestant political party (SGP) preventing women 
from participating or running for political office.
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grass-roots campaign which mobilise women, in 
particular young women, to take on political man-
dates at a local level.

The prevalence of a male‑dominated political 
culture and leadership creates barriers for 
women to run for political office�

In response, women should get support to take 
leadership positions; they should be equipped 
with leadership skills relevant for the future. Re-
alising that political mentoring is becoming in-
creasingly important as a strategy for competence 
development, there has been an emphasis and an 
appreciation for practices involving innovative men-
toring. The German nine-month mentoring scheme 
in the context of the Helene Weber Kolleg training 
initiatives was appreciated for its solid and effective 
approach to preparing women for local politics, 
while the Czech programme involving Scandina-
vian mentors was considered innovative in the na-
tional context. The Swedish ‘Power Handbook’ was 
praised as an internationally recognised and effec-
tive tool providing women with the knowledge and 
practical skills to counteract male power in politics 
and thus to prepare them for leadership.

Fighting gender stereotypes is closely linked 
to the male‑dominated political culture�

The media is known to be a powerful tool in help-
ing to overcome stereotypical attitudes. Thus, the 
projects which are effectively working with the 
media and enhancing positive media coverage of 
women in politics were highlighted as particular-
ly successful. Examples were the Maltese initiative 
which benefitted from regular TV and radio cover-
age and press releases, the German Helene Weber 
award and the Croatian initiative which attracted 

significant publicity and media coverage, as well as 
the widely disseminated Swedish handbook which 
employed internet and media demonstrating clips, 
films, and role plays and which is used in many oth-
er countries to fight gender stereotypes.

Insufficient resources delay and restrict the 
launch of new initiatives�

In view of this, sharing of knowledge and learn‑
ing from successful experiences of others might 
prove very beneficial as it provides a shortcut, sug-
gests quicker solutions and inspires and stimulates 
change. The fact that some projects build on inter-
national experience and tailor it to the local context 
was considered an advantage. Appreciation was 
given towards the creative application of Danish 
and Norwegian experiences within the Czech men-
toring project and initiatives by Swiss and Norwe-
gian projects brought inspiration to the Portuguese 
project.

The existing divide between an ‘elitist’ 
political establishment and civil society, 
resulting in low interest and participation in 
politics presents an unfavourable environment 
for enhancing women’s role in politics�

In this context, the initiatives that bring people into 
the political arena and make politics more repre‑
sentative of society by involving more women 
were assessed as very promising. Among them the 
Irish grass-roots campaign focusing on the rep-
resentation of women at both local and national 
levels, the German example equipping women for 
local politics and mobilising them to seek political 
office, as well as the Portuguese initiative promot-
ing an inclusive environment for women under the 
slogan ‘women make democracy better’.
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5. Conclusions

5. Conclusions
Focus on specific target groups

ü	Involving the young generation is particularly 
crucial for promoting women in politics. More 
strategies need to be developed to get them 
interested and engaged in politics and gender 
equality.

ü	The involvement of men is crucial to advanc-
ing gender equality in politics. The advantages 
of having more women in politics and of sharing 
power should be emphasised and recognised by 
men.

ü	By supporting women’s networks and mentor-
ing it is possible to mobilise and promote women 
to take leadership positions.

ü	Training and capacity‑building measures to 
equip women with the necessary leadership skills 
need to be in line with the principles of the Bei-
jing Platform for Action.

ü	The wider and greater involvement and participa-
tion of women should also focus on mobilising 
rural areas and local communities.

Focus on the political and societal 
framework conditions

ü	To make politics more representative of society, it 
is crucial to bring people into the political arena 
so that they vote and participate. Active citizen‑
ship is a prerequisite for advancing women in 
politics.

ü	A change in the culture of political parties is neces-
sary. Parties need to become more gender sen‑
sitive and representative of society. It is therefore 

essential to increase the number of women in po-
litical parties at all levels of decision-making.

ü	Stakeholder involvement and grass‑roots  
initiatives can promote social innovation and 
mobilisation when it comes to raising awareness 
of gender inequalities and imbalances in politics.

ü	The media is a powerful tool in fighting gender 
stereotypes. There is a need to increase women’s 
visibility and positive media coverage in politics 
as well as to present success stories and relevant 
role models.

ü	To attract more women to politics, it is essen-
tial to put more emphasis on changing the 
male‑dominated political culture.

ü	More and better research, surveys, data and 
statistics can provide the social and political evi-
dence of the extent of persistent gender inequal-
ities and their impact on advancing women in 
politics.

Focus on the EU level

ü	Information on EU financial support for wom-
en’s political empowerment (e.g. mentoring, 
training, awareness raising) should be more 
accessible.

ü	Sharing experience, knowledge, effective strat-
egies and good practices across Member States 
can provide inspiration and stimulate change.

ü	There is a need to monitor and explicitly ear-
mark specific financial support for gender is-
sues in the European funding programmes (e.g. 
Structural Funds and the Horizon 2020 research 
programme).
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• specific criteria, applicable to a particular the-
matic focus area.

1. General criteria

The general criteria are applicable to all examples. 
This set of criteria forms the basis for the assessment 
and the selection of the final examples of good 
practices to be disseminated to the wider audience. 
The following criteria have been adopted by EIGE to 
assess tools, methods or practices with potential to 
improve gender equality.

Annex I  
Assessment criteria
In the process of selecting examples of good prac-
tices, participants were supported by a compre-
hensive list of assessment criteria developed within 
the study. Three levels of criteria were applied:

• general criteria, adopted by EIGE to assess 
tools, methods or practices with the potential 
to improve gender equality;

• common criteria, applicable to all good practic-
es promoting women in political decision-mak-
ing (cross-cutting through all thematic focus 
areas: competence development; awareness 
raising; advocacy; and political tools on gender 
balance);

1.1. It has been working well (the practice is finished, or at least shows substantial achievement pro-
vided by the practice itself).

This demonstrates that there is a good and solid design and methodology, that it has been implement‑
ed efficiently and shows some positive outcomes.

1.2. The practice/initiative is transferable and can be replicated elsewhere.

The issue(s) and actions carried out under the measure are relevant and applicable to other countries 
or to different regions or parties within the same country.

1.3. It is good for learning how to think and act appropriately.

This shows that the example has significant potential to be a learning tool that can be used to develop 
or improve similar initiatives.

1.4. It is embedded within a wider gender mainstreaming strategy.

This demonstrates the commitment to embed the practice into a wider gender mainstreaming strate‑
gy and is part of a structured approach rather than a one‑off isolated initiative.

1.5. It demonstrates effective achievement in terms of advancement of gender equality and/or re-
duction of gender inequalities.

This highlights the importance of the practice being grounded in the broad objective of achieving 
gender equality, and which addresses some of the structural factors that lead to gender inequalities.
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in-depth assessment of the practices on women in 
political decision-making. These criteria are com-
mon to all the three themes covered by this study 
(competence development, awareness raising, ad-
vocacy/political tools on gender balance).

The common criteria are as follows:

2.1. There is substantive information on the practice available and there is evidence of its success.

2.2. The practice is evidenced by context analysis, research and data analysis, setting out the prob-
lem to be addressed and the monitoring and evaluation of the practice/initiative.

2.3. Innovative elements in the design or in the implementation of the measure are present.

2.4. There is evidence that the practice is innovative it is testing new thinking and approaches to 
address the problem identified, and it is grounded in substantive planning that establishes clear 
goals, actions and indicators for monitoring and evaluation.

2.5. The practice/initiative is grounded in a well thought-out communications strategy.

2.6. There is evidence of efforts to disseminate information and results about the initiative/practice.

2.7.  The objectives and purpose of the practice/measure are clear and there is a link between these 
objectives and gender equality/gender mainstreaming.

2.8.  There is evidence that the initiative on women’s participation in political decision-making is deep-
ly connected to gender equality and gender mainstreaming objectives, targets and outcomes.

2.9. The practice/measure is well-designed, based on a clear and coherent methodology, with con-
crete and clear actions for implementation.

2.10.  There is clear evidence of a coherent and strategic approach to planning, methodological de-
sign and project management.

2.11.  There is evidence of positive effects on women’s political participation and gender equality.

2.12.  There is evidence of monitoring and evaluation of outcomes in relation to women’s political 
participation and that it has a direct impact on gender equality outcomes.

2. Common criteria

These criteria represent the key elements of the 
next level for assessing the content, design, imple-
mentation and outcomes of the initiatives. They 
provide more detailed elements and allow for more 
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3. Specific criteria: competence development

3. 1.  The design of the training/competence development initiative is based on prior gender analysis, 
context information and experience.

3.2.  The training/competence development programme is needs-driven, linked to core issues in the 
current context, and responsive.

3.3.  The training/competence development initiative is appropriate to local circumstances and po-
litical contexts and is embedded in a wider gender mainstreaming strategy.

3.4.  The training/competence development initiative is based on cooperation with relevant part-
ners, parties, educational institutions and stakeholders as well as on community support.

3.5.  The training/competence development initiative has clear target group(s), preferably also repre-
sentatives of the young generation and appropriate participant selection.

3.6.  The training/competence development initiative has concrete, measurable and time-bound 
objectives.

3.7.  The training/competence development initiative has appropriate training topics and methodol-
ogies to develop specific political skills (networking, lobbying, mobilising community, fundrais-
ing, leadership and communication).

3.8.  Sufficient human and technical resources are allocated to support the implementation.

3.9.  The initiative uses a combination of training tools and methods that support and reinforce one 
another.

3.10. There is coordination with other existing training programmes to avoid duplication.

3.11. There is evidence that the initiative is empowering women and contributing to their increased 
political participation.
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4. Specific criteria: awareness raising

4.1.  The initiative/campaign has clear goals, is well focused and planned.

4.2.  The campaign has clear messages which are conveyed to multiple audiences using effective 
and innovative techniques and approaches.

4.3.  The campaign/initiative is built on good understanding of the prevailing political culture and 
views as well as gender equality principles.

4.4.  The awareness-raising campaign/initiative has a clearly defined target group(s) and preferably 
aims to engage and include young men as well as women.

4.5.  The awareness-raising campaign/initiative uses a combination of tools and methods that sup-
port and reinforce each other (educational, media, social media, information, case studies, etc.).

4.6.  The scope and design of the campaign ensures that the progress is made and the campaign 
promotes debate on balanced participation of women in politics.

4.7.  The campaign/initiative helps to overcome traditional stereotypes of gender roles and particu-
larly stereotypes related to gender roles in the political sphere.

4.8.  There is evidence that the campaign/initiative is positively influencing the attitudes, behaviours 
and beliefs of the target group and is stimulating further debate.

4.9.  The campaign/initiative mobilises public concern on gender values and gender inequalities in 
the political sphere.

4.10. The campaign/initiative specifically targets and addresses politicians to push for more gender 
equality in the political agenda.

4.11. The campaign/initiative successfully involves media in raising awareness about the need for 
balanced gender representation in politics and in giving positive coverage to women politicians.
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5. Specific criteria: advocacy and political tools on 
gender balance

5.1.  The work of the committee/forum/group is instrumental in contributing to the work of parlia-
ment/the party to promote and support gender equality.

5.2.  The committee/forum/group has a balanced gender composition and gender sensitive organi-
sational structure with involvement of both women and men.

5.3.  The activities of the committee/forum/group contribute to translating the norms promoting 
gender equality into binding provisions.

5.4.  There is evidence that the activities of the committee/forum/group stimulate and facilitate posi-
tive change and improvements in policy and practice with respect to gender-balanced political 
participation.

5.5.  The committee/forum/group effectively oversees the implementation of policies/ programmes/
party procedures to ensure that they meet the set gender standards and goals.

5.6.  The activities of the committee/forum/group help raise gender equality concerns in public 
debates.

5.7.  The committee/forum/group has a sound oversight role (e.g. monitoring and inquiries function, 
etc.) and it holds the government/party to account.

5.8.  The committee/forum/group works in close coordination and cooperation with other stake-
holders, groups and networks to promote common goals of women’s political participation.

5.9.  The committee/forum/group has successful outreach strategies (via media, etc.) to inform the 
public of parliamentary/party action and it raises awareness of gender issues.

5.10. Sufficient technical and human resources are allocated to ensure continuity, effectiveness and 
sustainability of the committee/forum/group.

5.11. The focus of the committee/forum/group is not only on the representation of women in politics 
but also on promoting the gender equality agenda.

5.12. All criteria incorporate raising the awareness, understanding and, consequently, the involvement 
of men.
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Selected examples 
of good practices
Competence development

International Mentoring Programme and Training Czech Republic

Women Power Politics (Helene Weber Kolleg) Germany

Increasing Women’s Political Participation through 
Capacity Development by a Political Party Malta

From Woman to Woman Portugal

International Mentoring Programme and Training — 
Czech female politicians learn from international 
experience exchange

Czech Republic — 2014–2015

Summary

The share of women in the Czech parliament has languished at around one in five, while their share 
of the Czech seats in the European Parliament is less than one in four. The NGO Fórum 50 % decided 
to do something about this by launching projects aimed at raising the level of women’s political 
representation.

One of them is a mentoring scheme, which partners Czech female politicians with Danish and Nor-
wegian women who have successful political careers and valuable experience to share. The mentor-
ing involved face-to-face meetings and regular contact by email and Skype.

Fórum 50 % also organised two short courses for 15 female candidates in the 2014 European Parlia-
ment elections. These comprised media training, individual coaching, a weekend seminar and a de-
bate with a sitting MEP.
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by sharing experiences from countries with high 
levels of participation by women. Pairs are formed 
between Danish and Norwegian female politicians 
(mentors) and Czech mentees. The programme 
also included a training component targeting fe-
male candidates in the 2014 European Parliament 
elections to support them with workshops and 
courses. The initiative as a whole has a cross-party 
dimension. There was a slight increase in the pro-
portion of elected women to the European Parlia-
ment in 2014 — 23.8 %, compared to 18.2 % in 2009.

This recent initiative presents a good example of 
political mentoring, based on 10 mentoring pairs, 
and shows innovation in the Czech context when 
political mentoring is becoming increasingly im-
portant as a strategy to build women’s competence 
to participate in politics. The programme was in-
spired by the practices within political parties in 
Denmark and Norway and is implemented by the 
NGO Fórum 50 %. The programme strengthens 
women’s political participation and addresses the 
lack of support programmes for women. It aims to 
increase women’s representation in Czech politics 

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It includes innovative ways of applying the mentoring tool.

ü It benefits from sharing of international experience and knowledge.

ü There is a good match and close collaboration between the mentor and mentee.

ü It provides practically oriented, tailored training to equip women for political office.

ü It stimulates new approaches and fresh ideas.

ü It contributes to the expansion of political networks.

ü As a small-scale initiative, it can easily be transferred to other countries.

Helping women to win

Czech women are still under-represented in politi-
cal decision-making, and make up a little less than 
20 % of the national legislature. Similar or even lower 
figures reflect women’s involvement at regional and 
local levels. This is considerably lower than in the ma-
jority of EU Member States. The gender imbalance in 
political decision-making, which is a long-term issue 
in the Czech Republic, results from political parties 
placing women in unwinnable positions on candi-
date lists. Moreover, the parties do not provide tools 
to support or promote women politicians, and there 
are no mentoring programmes or courses to help 
women develop their skills.

Parliament
2013

elections

Senate
2012

election

Government Regional
Governments

Female
mayors
in local
politics

19.5 

17.3 
17.6 

19.7 

18 

Women in Czech Politics 

% of women elected 

Based on: Women in politics – joint project of the Nordic Chamber 
and Fórum 50% on political mentoring.
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the lack of gender parity and ethnic diversity in po-
litical decision-making at the European level.

Mentoring on the Nordic model

Fórum 50 %’s international mentoring programme 
aims to increase women’s representation in Czech 
politics by sharing experiences from countries 
where it is already at a high level. The mentors are 
female politicians from Denmark and Norway who 
have long-term experience and have influenced 
the political scene in their home countries. They 
are not chosen for their political party views, but for 
their personal engagement, interest and skills.

There are now 10 mentoring pairs who meet 
face-to-face and stay in touch at least twice 
a month through email and Skype. Both mentors 
and mentees come from a range of different politi-
cal parties and different levels of politics. The Nordic 
mentors were chosen on the basis of their knowl-
edge and experience, while for the Czech mentees 
there were two qualifications: they had to already 
be involved in politics at local, regional or nation-
al level and they had to be committed to gender 
equality. Mentors and mentees were matched on 
the basis of shared political interests and whether 
the mentors’ skills fitted the mentees’ needs. Once 
the mentees had defined the specific goals they 
wanted to work towards in the mentoring process, 
the mentors gave them feedback and shared their 
experience.

They have focused on different topics, including 
promoting gender equality, negotiating within po-
litical parties, campaigning, challenges in becom-
ing an MP, balancing political and private life, and 
responding to sexist statements.

The programme lasts 18 months for each men-
tee and consists of three six-month blocks with 

The NGO Fórum 50 % decided to fill this gap by 
launching, in collaboration with the Nordic Chamber, 
an international mentoring and training programme 
for female candidates in the Czech Republic. 
Fórum 50 % is a non-profit organisation founded 
in 2004 which supports the equal participation of 
women and men in politics and decision-making.  
It strives for a more balanced decision-making 
process which takes both sexes’ views and life 
experiences into account. It encourages women to 
become politically active, supports female politicians 
and leaders, and works with political parties and 
other bodies on concrete measures. Its guiding 
principle is to be non-partisan. Its main activities are:

• assessing political parties’ ballots and agendas 
from the gender point of view, running a ‘Wom-
en-Friendly Party’ competition, workshops, train-
ings and consultancy;

• conducting opinion polls on the representation 
of women in Czech politics;

• training women politicians and women interest-
ed in politics, networking and mentoring;

• media campaigns to support women politicians 
in the elections (public discussions, press confer-
ences, workshops, website, conferences);

• studies on women’s representation, in coopera-
tion with a number of research institutes;

• cooperation with other NGOs in the Czech 
Women’s Lobby.

It is funded by the European Commission and EEA 
grants.

Seeing mentoring as a successful tool, the Czech 
NGO drew inspiration from Denmark and Norway, 
where political parties run mentoring programmes 
and training courses for women in politics. It thus 
relied on the methodology of the Danish Centre for 
Gender, Equality and Ethnicity (KVINFO) which has 
been at the forefront of developing mentoring ini-
tiatives for women politicians in Denmark for more 
than a decade and has established a broad Mentor-
ing Network. The successful Nordic mentoring initi-
atives had already inspired the European Women’s 
Lobby when they launched in 2013 the first Euro-
pean Political Mentoring Network within the frame-
work of their 50/50 Campaign in order to address 
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a specific political topic chosen for each block (e.g. 
efficiency and transparency of public administra-
tion, social and educational policies for children and 
the elderly, immigration issues, employment policy, 
etc.). These topics are discussed not only in private 
meetings between mentor and mentee but also at 
the seminars open to other Czech politicians. The 
mentoring programme also foresees visits by the 
mentees to their mentors’ country and the estab-
lishment of a communication platform to exchange 
and share views.

The mentoring programme is part of a broader pro-
ject called Equilibrium between Women and Men (2), 
which started in July 2014 and will run until April 
2016. It is financed by the Norway Grants fund, and 
its partners are the Danish Embassy in Prague and 
the Nordic Chamber of Commerce in the Czech 
Republic.

Training for prospective MEPs

In February and March 2014, Fórum 50 % also ran 
training courses for 15 female candidates in the 
2014 European Parliament elections. The aim was to 
support candidates from different political parties 
through training activities, such as a workshop on 
how the European Parliament works, courses on 
negotiation and media skills, and individual coach-
ing. The selection of trainees was based on two cri-
teria: a clear vision of future work in the parliament 
and support for gender equality.

The courses comprised three hours of media train-
ing, three hours of individual coaching and a week-
end seminar, and were delivered by internal and ex-
ternal lecturers and coaches from the International 
Coach Federation. Trainees also took part in a dis-
cussion with Czech female MEP Zuzana Brzobohatá. 
This training was part of a larger international pro-
ject supported by the European Commission called 
More Women in European Politics, More Women in 
2014 (3).

2 http://www.soc.cas.cz/en/project/zeny-muzi-v-rovnovaze

3 http://www.ludenet.org/projects/wiep
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The development of women’s representation 
in European Parliament for the Czech Republic 

Source: Czech Statistical Office

Women’s representation improves

The mentoring is successful because the nature 
of the mentoring relationship is carefully thought 
through before the start. What the mentee and 
mentor are to focus on during the mentoring pro-
cess is set out in a mentoring agreement and a clear 
activity plan. Further success factors are the enthu-
siasm and dedication of all the participants who 
work hard to reach the set goals in spite of their 
busy agendas as politicians. Mentors and mentees 
see the programme as a mutually rewarding pro-
cess which enables them to expand their political 
networks, share experiences and perspectives, gain 
fresh ideas and get to know different political sys-
tems. The programme benefits from the sharing of 
international experience and knowledge coming 
from countries where women’s political representa-
tion is high.

The European Parliamentary candidates found 
the training especially valuable, as it taught them 
new skills and enabled them to network with 
other Czech female politicians. It is difficult to say 
whether the programmes had any direct impact on 
the outcomes of the elections. However, it is true 
that recent years have seen some improvement in 
women’s participation, particularly in the European 
Parliament elections. Compared to 2009, the 2014 
elections demonstrated an increase in the propor-
tion of elected female MEPs: from 18.2 % to 23.8 %.

http://www.soc.cas.cz/en/project/zeny-muzi-v-rovnovaze
http://www.ludenet.org/projects/wiep
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Contact:

Markéta Mottlová & Halka Jaklová
Coordinators of mentoring programme
Fórum 50 %
Plzeňská 846/66
Praha 150 00
Czech Republic
+420 744 411 151, +420 257 216 170
mottlova@padesatprocent.cz;
jaklova@padesatprocent.cz

Jana Smiggels Kavková
Director Fórum 50 %
Coordinator of training courses
Fórum 50 %
Plzeňská 846/66
Praha 150 00
Czech Republic
+420 774 411 151, +420 257 216 170
kavkova@padesatprocent.cz

Further information:

Mentoring: http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravoda-
jstvi/prihlasujte-se-do-unikatniho-mentoringove-
ho-programu;

Training: http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajst-
vi/vzdelavaci-program-pro-kandidatky-do-evrop-
skeho-parlamentu;

Women in politics — joint project of the Nordic 
Chamber and Fórum 50 % on political mentoring: 
https://birgerblog.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/
women-in-politics-intro-to-mentoring-pro-
ject-08-2014.pdf;

Links to the video clips used by Fórum 50 % during 
2014 European Parliament election campaign: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1hXPxLlb310; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MdnVjssiPU4;

Image from Fórum 50 % website: http://pade-
satprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajstvi/vzdelavaci-pro-
gram-pro-kandidatky-do-evropskeho-parlamentu.

mailto:mottlova@padesatprocent.cz
mailto:jaklova@padesatprocent.cz
mailto:kavkova@padesatprocent.cz
http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajstvi/prihlasujte-se-do-unikatniho-mentoringoveho-programu
http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajstvi/prihlasujte-se-do-unikatniho-mentoringoveho-programu
http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajstvi/prihlasujte-se-do-unikatniho-mentoringoveho-programu
http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajstvi/vzdelavaci-program-pro-kandidatky-do-evropskeho-parlamentu
http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajstvi/vzdelavaci-program-pro-kandidatky-do-evropskeho-parlamentu
http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajstvi/vzdelavaci-program-pro-kandidatky-do-evropskeho-parlamentu
https://birgerblog.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/women-in-politics-intro-to-mentoring-project-08-2014.pdf
https://birgerblog.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/women-in-politics-intro-to-mentoring-project-08-2014.pdf
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1hXPxLlb310
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http://padesatprocent.cz/cz/zpravodajstvi/vzdelavaci-program-pro-kandidatky-do-evropskeho-parlamentu
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award (a visibility strategy); (ii) a nine-month men-
toring programme which enhances the knowledge, 
capacity and motivation of women in local politics; 
(iii) local initiatives developed by the winners of the 
award; (iv) international exchanges; and (v) an in-
formative website. The project is supported by the 
Federal Government and is well documented.

Women Power Politics (Helene Weber Kolleg) — 
Supporting women in local politics

Germany — 2011–2015

Summary

In Germany, it is in the local authorities (the over 11 000 municipalities and 295 districts) that women 
are most noticeable by their absence from political decision-making. Their share of local councils is 
stuck at around 25 %.

The aim of the Helene Weber Kolleg initiative, created in 2011, is to break this stalemate by getting more 
women into (local) politics, improving their political career opportunities and creating a network of 
support and cooperation. The Kolleg arose from the campaign Frauen Macht Kommune (‘Women Pow-
er Municipalities’), launched in 2008 by the NGO EAF Berlin in cooperation with the Federal Ministry 
for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth (BMFSFJ). The most important activities include:

• The Helene Weber award, worth EUR10 000, which is given to 15 female politicians (among them 
one main winner) every term. So far 45 laureates have been awarded and are forming a national 
network of female local politicians.

• A nine-month mentoring scheme for women who want to break into local politics. This has so 
far supported 65 mentoring pairs, comprising 107 women, who have benefited from activities 
including shadowing, seminars and networking.

• Local activities planned and executed by the award winners with their prize money to promote 
gender equality in politics.

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It has an innovative combination of a number of mutually reinforcing tools.

ü It builds on a solid mentoring programme: continuing work between mentor and mentee en-
compassing networking, training and qualification.

ü It has a cross-party dimension.

ü It achieves good visibility and wide publicity through the award component.

ü The model for a multi-faceted approach is relevant for other countries and is transferable.

The initiative supports the political representation of 
women at the local level and responds to the lack of 
initiative from political parties to address this issue. It 
aims to mobilise women to seek political office and 
to promote women who are already engaged in 
politics at a municipal level. It combines in a creative 
way a range of interlinked activities: (i) Helene Weber 
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advancement of women and quota regulations are 
also considered to be helpful.

The Helene Weber Kolleg

The Helene Weber Kolleg arose from the Frauen 
Macht Kommune (Women Power Municipality) 
campaign which EAF Berlin started in 2008 in co-
operation with the Federal Ministry for Family Af-
fairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth (BMFSFJ). 
The EAF is an independent non-profit organisation, 
promoting gender equality. It combines designated 
scientific expertise with advisory services and pro-
fessional development (6).

Set up in 2011, the role of the Helene Weber Kolleg 
is to mobilise women to stand for election in their 
cities and promote the activities of women who are 
already engaged in politics. Its activities fall under 
six headings:

1. the Helene Weber award;
2. mentoring;
3. local activities;
4. a travelling exhibition on the ‘Mothers of 

German Basic Law’;
5. international exchanges;
6. a website with online offers  

(http://frauen-macht-politik.de/).

So far, 45 women have been granted the Helene 
Weber award for being outstanding female local 
politicians, holding voluntary, non-paid political 
positions. In turn, they act as role models for more 
women, motivating them to take a chance in poli-
tics. The award was bestowed in 2009 and 2011 and 
will be awarded again in 2015. The candidates — 
between 70 and 110 — are put forward by mem-
bers of the German Bundestag. An independent 
jury, chaired by the Federal Ministry for Family Af-
fairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth, selects the 
winners. The main winner receives EUR 10 000; all 
further winners are given tailored coaching focus-
ing on issues which the winner and her coach se-
lect together, for example, political advancement, 

6 EAF http://www.eaf-berlin.de/index.php?id=eaf.

The problem is at the local level

In Germany, the biggest gap in women’s representa-
tion in political decision-making is at municipality 
(Kommune) level, where the number of women 
has stagnated at about 25 % of the total. Howev-
er, there are significant differences between large 
urban and small rural councils: the rate is between 
30 % and 40 % in the larger towns, but decreases 
the smaller the municipalities are. Alarmingly, there 
even are some municipalities that have no wom-
en councillors at all. The situation in the adminis-
trative districts (Kreise) of Germany is even worse: 
more than 91 % of the 295 administrative districts 
are governed by men and only 10 % of mayors are 
women (4). A couple of studies have examined the 
causes and developed recommendations in order 
to increase the number of women in municipal 
decision-making (5). They show that equal oppor-
tunities at regional level, the promotion of women 
in education and employment, and adequate care 
facilities are key factors for encouraging women to 
engage in politics. But the efficient organisation of 
political activities at a municipal level, the specific 

4 EAF Berlin (2014) (Helga Lukoschat, Jana Belschner) Frauen 
führen Kommunen. Eine Untersuchung zu Bürgermeisterinnen und 
Bürgermeistern in Ost und West. http://frauen‑macht‑politik.de/
fileadmin/eaf/Dokumente/Schwerpunktthema/Studie_Frauen_
fuehren_Kommunen.pdfu.

5 Schlote, Sarah (2013) Ursachen für die Unterrepräsentanz von Frau‑
en in der Kommunalpolitik, Studie im Auftrag der SPD-Landtags-
fraktion Baden-Württemberg, Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für 
Sozialforschung (WZB), Berlin. (Causes of the under-representa-
tion of women in municipal politics, study commissioned by 
the SPD group of the Landtag of Baden-Württemberg, WZB 
Berlin): 

 BMFSFJ (2011) (prepared by Hagen Lindstädt, Kerstin Fehre, 
Michael Wolff) Frauen in Führungspositionen. Auswirkungen auf 
den Unternehmenserfolg (Women in executive positions. Effects 
for the success of companies): http://www.bmfsfj.de/Redaktion-
BMFSFJ/Broschuerenstelle/Pdf-Anlagen/Frauen-in-Fuehrun-
sposit ionen-langfassung,proper t y=pdf,bereich=bmfs-
fj,sprache=de,rwb=true.pdf.

http://frauen-macht-politik.de/
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/fileadmin/eaf/Dokumente/Schwerpunktthema/Studie_Frauen_fuehren_Kommunen.pdfu
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/fileadmin/eaf/Dokumente/Schwerpunktthema/Studie_Frauen_fuehren_Kommunen.pdfu
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/fileadmin/eaf/Dokumente/Schwerpunktthema/Studie_Frauen_fuehren_Kommunen.pdfu
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Consistent support from government

The Helene Weber Kolleg relies on the commitment 
of the Helene Weber award winners and of numer-
ous female politicians who provide networking, 
exchange and support to women in local politics. 
One of the most important success factors is the 
non-partisan and nationwide nature of the activi-
ties. Helene Weber Kolleg has developed a broad 
network which works as an efficient platform for 
women in local politics. Experts from the European 
Academy for Women in Politics and Business pro-
vide their expertise in mentoring and campaigning.

The Helene Weber Kolleg creatively combines dif-
ferent tools and thus represents a multifaceted ap-
proach, which is very relevant and transferable to 
other countries as well. The Federal Government 
continues to support the Helene Weber Kolleg fi-
nancially and has mentioned this initiative explicitly 
in the coalition agreement of 2013.

Contact:

Manuela Möller
EAF Berlin — Europäische Akademie für Frauen 
in Wirtschaft und Politik (European Academy for 
Women in Politics and Business)
Schumannstraße 5
10117 Berlin
Germany
info@eaf-berlin.de
Tel. +49 30-30 87 760-0
Fax +49 30-30 87 760-59

professional career planning, self-management, 
work-life balance or assertiveness.

By sharing the experiences of politically success-
ful women, the mentoring scheme aims to lead 
more women towards participating in local politics.  
Locally elected representatives of all political par-
ties, most of them past winners of the Helene We-
ber award, accompany women who plan to stand. 
For nine months, mentor and mentee work togeth-
er in tandem. So far, 107 women have formed 65 
such pairs and have participated in the mentoring 
programme, which offers activities including shad-
owing, seminars on professional appearance and 
presentation, motivation, feedback, networking, 
and gender and politics.

EAF Berlin supports and advises award winners at 
local level who want to organise actions to pro-
mote gender equality, such as seminars on public 
speaking and appearance, and lectures and discus-
sions on municipal politics.

The travelling exhibition acknowledges the four 
women who enshrined the equality of women and 
men in the German Basic Law. This exhibition con-
stitutes a very good basis for debate on the political 
participation of women.

Under the umbrella of the Helene Weber Kolleg, the 
Tunisian-German ‘Democracy Needs Women’ project 
has supported the political participation of women in 
Tunisia since the Revolution in 2011. All its activities are 
advertised on the website http://frauen-macht-politik.
de/. Furthermore, there are international exchanges of 
local female politicians from Germany and the South 
Caucasus region (Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia).

mailto:info@eaf-berlin.de
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/
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Heinrich Böll Stiftung / Fernuniversität in Hagen 
(2010) (prepared by Holtkamp, L., Wiechmann, 
E., Pfetzing, J.) Zweites Gender Ranking deutscher 
Großstädte (Second gender ranking of large 
German cities): http://www.boell.de/sites/default/
files/assets/boell.de/images/download_de/
demokratie/Zweites_Genderranking_deutscher_
Grossstaedte.pdf;

Bertelsmann Stiftung (2008) Beruf Bürgermeister/in. 
Eine Bestandsaufnahme für Deutschland.  
http://mifkjf.rlp.de/fileadmin/mehr-frauen-in-die-
politik/dokumente/Beruf_BuergermeisterIn.pdf;

Image from website:  
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/.

Further information:

http://www.eaf-berlin.de/hwkundhwp.html
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/

Further material:

http://frauen-macht-politik.de/infothek/
kurzfilm-frauen-macht-politik.html;

E.g. BMFSFJ (2010) (prepared by Uta Kletzing und 
Helga Lukoschat) Engagiert vor Ort — Wege und 
Erfahrungen von Kommunalpolitikerinnen.  
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/helene-weber-
kolleg/studien/engagiert-vor-ort.html;

http://frauen-macht-politik.de/
http://www.eaf-berlin.de/hwkundhwp.html
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/infothek/kurzfilm-frauen-macht-politik.html
http://frauen-macht-politik.de/infothek/kurzfilm-frauen-macht-politik.html
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Slow progress towards women’s 
representation

In Malta, political parties and their leaders are gen-
erally supportive of gender equality and agree that 
women should be better represented in political 
and economic decision-making. Nevertheless, the 
number of women in elected offices in Malta is 
one of the lowest in the EU, as a result of various 
structural, social and cultural factors (7). The main 
gatekeepers of women’s representation in national 

7 Cutajar J. (2014) Women and political participation in Malta: https://
socialdialogue.gov.mt/en/NCPE/Documents/Updates%20
and%20Upcoming%20events/Women%27s%20political%20
participation/Paper%20on%20Women%20and%20Political%20
Participation%20in%20Malta%20FINAL%2020141219.pdf;

 Spiteri L. (2012) Promoting women in decision‑making in the economy 
through quotas: a Maltese perspective. Exchange of Good Practices 
on gender equality. Women in economic decision-making, Norway 
10-11 May 2012. Comments paper — Malta: http://ec.europa.eu/
justice/gender-equality/files/exchange_of_good_practice_no/
mt_comments_paper_no_2012_en.pdf.

Increasing women’s political participation through 
capacity development — Partit Laburista (Labour Party) 
in Malta

Malta — 1990s–2015

Summary

Malta has one of the lowest levels of political representation of women in the EU. Of the political par-
ties, it has been Labour that has traditionally been the first to adopt measures for the advancement of 
women — since women‘s suffrage in 1947. Nevertheless, formal and informal practices are blocking 
further progress.

Accordingly, the party has adopted a fourfold approach to promoting gender equality within its 
own ranks: quotas, party structures, capacity development and awareness raising. It has introduced 
a voluntary 20 % women’s quota for electoral lists and a one third quota within its national executive, 
opened up its women’s section to men, run a training programme in Brussels, drafted press releases 
and articles, and organised courtesy visits and seminars. There are signs that the strategy is bearing 
fruit, with two thirds of Malta’s MEPs now being women.

This example draws on a strong commitment by 
the Labour Party to address the long-standing un-
der-representation of women in politics. The 2014 
relaunch and modernisation of ‘Nisa Laburisti’, the 
party’s women section dating back to the 1950s, 
is one of several recent initiatives to tackle the  
issue. Other initiatives include building a pool of po-
tential female candidates and strengthening their net-
works, providing training courses and seminars, launch-
ing media campaigns, awareness-raising activities, 
working with NGO’s, and raising the profile of female 
candidates. The competence development project 
LEAP launched in 2013 by the Labour Party think tank 
(Foundation EDEAT) focuses on theoretical and practi-
cal training and capacity development for women.

Despite being a relatively new initiative, it has al-
ready had a very positive impact on the European 
Parliament elections; a similar campaign is planned 
to be held at the next local elections. Overall, the 
Labour Party, through Nisa Laburisti, has enhanced 
its policy agenda and challenged the stereotypical 
views of the roles of women and men.
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to get involved in its decision-making. It operates 
a voluntary 20 % quota for women on party lists, 
and its rules require that at least four of the 12 ordi-
nary members of the party’s national executive are 
women. The party has also set a quota of one third 
of women within its local government section.

Women currently occupy four of the 12 elected plac-
es on the national executive, plus another two seats 
set aside for the women’s section, Nisa Laburisti. 
Other sections (the parliamentary group, young 
people, pensioners, local government, etc.) are also 
free to appoint female representatives to the nation-
al executive. At present, the total number of women 
on the national executive is 13 out of 47 members 
(28 %). Meanwhile there are 189 women out of 
673 general conference delegates (also 28 %).

It does not stop here: Nisa Laburisti executive mem-
bers were active in the 2014 EU election campaign 
and in 2015 will be conducting a campaign for more 
female representation in local councils.

Bringing men into the ‘women’s 
section’ and raising awareness

The Labour Party has also undergone structural 
change. Its women’s section (Sezzjoni Nisa Laburis-
ti) was set up in the 1950s. It eventually became 
Għaqda Nisa Laburisti (‘Labour Women’s Unity’), 
and all female party members are automatically 
members.

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It is built on a long-standing and strong commitment of the party.

ü It has a creative combination of training and capacity development tools.

ü It benefits from the support of the party members.

ü It is successful in challenging traditional stereotypes.

ü It has high visibility through good coverage in the press and media.

ü It has achieved fruitful cooperation with NGOs.

ü It is interesting for other countries and transferable.

legislatures (8) are the political parties, and although 
they have gone beyond lip-service and have de-
vised strategies to facilitate women’s advancement, 
formal and informal practices within the parties are 
still hindering progress.

The Labour Party (PL — Partit Laburista), one of 
Malta’s two main parties, has historically been the 
one that has supported gender equality in deci-
sion-making. It supported women’s suffrage by giv-
ing Maltese women the right to vote in 1947, and 
was the first of the main parties in Malta to adopt 
quotas for women on its national executive level.

Despite this commitment, progress towards effective 
gender parity in political decision-making has been 
slow. The party has therefore adopted a multifacet-
ed approach to promoting gender equality within 
the party, by acting on electoral quotas, party struc-
tures, capacity development and awareness raising.

Electoral and executive committee 
quotas

Since the 1990s, the Labour Party has put a set of 
quotas in place which make it easier for women 

8 Cutajar J. (2014) Women and political participation in Malta: https://
socialdialogue.gov.mt/en/NCPE/Documents/Updates%20
and%20Upcoming%20events/Women%27s%20political%20par-
ticipation/Paper%20on%20Women%20and%20Political%20Par-
ticipation%20in%20Malta%20FINAL%2020141219.pdf;

 Schiavone H. (2011) More Women needed in Parliament: http://
www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20110308/opinion/
more-women-needed-in-parliament.353664.

https://socialdialogue.gov.mt/en/NCPE/Documents/Updates%20and%20Upcoming%20events/Women%27s%20political%20participation/Paper%20on%20Women%20and%20Political%20Participation%20in%20Malta%20FINAL%2020141219.pdf
https://socialdialogue.gov.mt/en/NCPE/Documents/Updates%20and%20Upcoming%20events/Women%27s%20political%20participation/Paper%20on%20Women%20and%20Political%20Participation%20in%20Malta%20FINAL%2020141219.pdf
https://socialdialogue.gov.mt/en/NCPE/Documents/Updates%20and%20Upcoming%20events/Women%27s%20political%20participation/Paper%20on%20Women%20and%20Political%20Participation%20in%20Malta%20FINAL%2020141219.pdf
https://socialdialogue.gov.mt/en/NCPE/Documents/Updates%20and%20Upcoming%20events/Women%27s%20political%20participation/Paper%20on%20Women%20and%20Political%20Participation%20in%20Malta%20FINAL%2020141219.pdf
https://socialdialogue.gov.mt/en/NCPE/Documents/Updates%20and%20Upcoming%20events/Women%27s%20political%20participation/Paper%20on%20Women%20and%20Political%20Participation%20in%20Malta%20FINAL%2020141219.pdf
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Capacity development

In 2013 Fondazzjoni IDEAT — which is the party’s 
think tank — launched the LEAP project together 
with MEP Claudette Abela Baldacchino, supported 
by the S&D group of the European Parliament. This 
initiative aimed at encouraging and supporting 
more women to enter politics by running a training 
programme in Brussels. This included a seminar enti-
tled ‘Women in Politics and Public Life’, as well as the-
oretical and practical training in politics and mentor-
ing by established politicians. Some of the members 
who participated are now active members of NL.

Nisa Laburisti supports equal opportunities and 
promotes women’s interests, and one of these is 
to increase their participation in decision-making. 
It is building the capacity of the pool of potential 
female candidates through a diverse range of ac-
tivities such as strengthening their networks, media 
campaigns, awareness raising, working with NGOs 
(especially women’s NGOs) and raising women’s 
profiles. For example, Nisa Laburisti has held sem-
inars on topics such as ‘Two Women — Two Pres-
idents’, ‘Women in ICT’, and ‘Local Committees for 
Women’. The seminar entitled ‘Women — Leaders 
in an Evolving Society’ included a visit from the 
woman president of the Party of European Social-
ists, Zita Gurmai.

A successful strategy

The result of the 2014 European Parliament elec-
tions — women now make up two thirds of the 
Maltese delegation — provides evidence that this 
strategy within the party is bearing fruit. The situ-
ation is also very encouraging at local level, with 
many women playing an active role in running 
their local councils. However, obstacles remain: par-
liament and local councils operate on a part-time 
basis, and consequently tend to meet after office 
hours, with sittings running late into the night. This 
conflicts with family obligations and therefore con-
stitutes a particular problem for women. The situa-
tion at national level is still a challenge but the criti-
cal mass of female representation within the Labour 
Party signifies change in the future.

When the Labour Party was 
returned to power in the 
March 2013 elections, the 
new Prime Minister, Joseph 
Muscat, announced that 
he intended to make it the 
most feminist government 

ever (9). As part of the accompanying culture change, 
he announced a reform of Għaqda Nisa Laburisti. At 
its annual general meeting in January 2014, he said: 
‘after wide consultation Għaqda Nisa Laburisti will 
enter a new phase, as it will go through changes 
which are also innovative.’ He revealed that Għaq-
da Nisa Laburisti would no longer be exclusively for 
women, since the issues it discussed affect not only 
women but also men. He emphasised how impor-
tant it was for women — including career women, 
young people and mothers — to be represented 
in all sectors. He said that the role of women was 
changing all the time and that the glass ceiling was 
still to be broken. Stating that exciting times were in 
store for the organisation, he urged it to assume an 
active role and to spur the work of the government 
and the party (10). On 8 March 2014, Nisa Laburisti — 
NL (‘Labour Women’) was relaunched.

Since then Nisa Laburisti has issued 25 press re-
leases dealing with a wide range of issues related 
to women’s role in private and public life. It has 
also undertaken a programme of courtesy visits 
to important figures including the president and 
the speaker of the House of Representatives as 
well as a number of ministers and ambassadors.  
It was active in seminars on ‘Women in Political De-
cision-Making’, ‘Female Business Café to Promote 
Female Entrepreneurship’, ‘Women’s Political Par-
ticipation in Malta’ and ‘Women within the Party of 
European Socialist Women’. Nisa Laburisti became 
more visible and well featured in the media. This 
helped to challenge the stereotypical image that 
a politician was a male (11).

9 Dalli, M (2013): http://www.maltatoday.com.mt/news/elec-
tions2013/23864/muscat-aspires-to-lead-most-feminist-gov-
ernment-20130111#.VH3XD8JdWRs.

10 Partit Laburista press release 23 January 2014.

11 Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP) (2010), Who Makes 
the News?: http://cdn.agilitycms.com/who-makes-the-news/
Imported/reports_2010/highlights/highlights_en.pdf.
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Further information:

http://www.nisalaburisti.org/index.html;

https://www.facebook.com/pages/
Nisa-Laburisti-NL/1376828599258576;

http://www.timesofmalta.com/
articles/view/20140308/local/
pl-sets-up-new-womens-branch.509779;

https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=150
8528446088590&id=1376828599258576&_rdr;

Nisa Laburista logo from website  
http://www.nisalaburisti.org.

Contact:

Claudette Abela Baldacchino
President
Nisa Laburisti
Centru Nazzjonali Laburista
Triq Mile End
Ħamrun
Malta
+356 2124 9900
claudette.abelabaldacchino@gmail.com
http://www.nisalaburisti.org/

http://www.nisalaburisti.org/index.html
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Nisa-Laburisti-NL/1376828599258576
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Nisa-Laburisti-NL/1376828599258576
http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20140308/local/pl-sets-up-new-womens-branch.509779
http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20140308/local/pl-sets-up-new-womens-branch.509779
http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20140308/local/pl-sets-up-new-womens-branch.509779
https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=1508528446088590&id=1376828599258576&_rdr
https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=1508528446088590&id=1376828599258576&_rdr
http://www.nisalaburisti.org
mailto:claudette.abelabaldacchino@gmail.com
http://www.nisalaburisti.org/
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Bringing young women into politics: the project 
‘From Woman to Woman’

Portugal — 2008–2010

Summary

Faced with the very slow trend towards balanced political representation for Portuguese women, the 
Network of Young People for Gender Equality in Portugal (REDE) carried out an innovative project 
called ‘From Woman to Woman’ to help young women, including those from ethnic minorities, to 
participate in politics. Run from 2008 to 2010, it was developed from a similar project which operated 
in 2005–2006, and was supported by the European Social Fund.

It had four components:

• the mentoring of 30 young women from the Lisbon and Porto areas by women active in politics;

• competence development through a course of six weekend sessions using non-formal tech-
niques and covering human rights, intercultural dialogue, media and press, politics, and gender 
equality concepts and priorities;

• a batch of nine social transformation projects for gender equality (with a focus also on young 
men);

• the publication of useful handbooks.

This initiative focuses on educating and raising a new 
generation of young women motivated to partici-
pate in politics. The initiative responds to a significant 
under-representation of women in politics, particu-
larly at local level, and addresses traditional stere-
otypes, for instance related to the role of mayors. It 
was launched by the Portuguese Network of Young 
People for Gender Equality (REDE) and benefitted 
from the support of the European Social Fund. The 
initiative aimed at empowering young women and 
improving their confidence and skills. It encompassed 
several components: (i) a mentoring scheme inspired 
by the Swiss experience; (ii) a competence-develop-
ment programme which also included women of eth-
nic minorities as target groups; and (iii) social trans-
formation projects targeting not only young women 
but also young men, developed and implemented by 
groups of mentees. A toolkit for empowering young 
women in civic and political decision-making was 
developed and disseminated. The project was given 
good visibility in the media and on social networks.

Gender balance far from reality

Despite a rising trend, gender balance in politics 
is far from reality in Portugal, where only 7.5 % of 
mayors, 26.5 % of members of parliament and 17 % 
of the government are women (12). Women’s rep-
resentation in the European Parliament is better, 
at 38.1 % since 2014 (13). So it is at municipal level 
where the subconscious idea that leaders have to 
be male surfaces most blatantly.

To try to redress this balance, the Portuguese Net-
work of Young People for Gender Equality in Portu-
gal (REDE) developed an affirmative action project, 

12 CIG — Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality, Re-
port — Beijing + 20 — PORTUGAL, 2014, http://www.unwom-
en.org/~/media/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/CSW/59/
National_reviews/Portugal_review_Beijing20.pdf.

13 h t t p : //e c . e u r o p a . e u / j u s t i c e /g e n d e r- e q u a l i t y/g e n -
der-decision-making/database/politics/eu-parliament/ 
index_en.htm 

http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/CSW/59/National_reviews/Portugal_review_Beijing20.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/CSW/59/National_reviews/Portugal_review_Beijing20.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/CSW/59/National_reviews/Portugal_review_Beijing20.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/gender-decision-making/database/politics/eu-parliament/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/gender-decision-making/database/politics/eu-parliament/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/gender-decision-making/database/politics/eu-parliament/index_en.htm
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The project targeted young women (16-30 years 
old), particularly from ethnic or cultural minorities. 
The beneficiaries — 15 young women from the Lis-
bon region and 15 from the Porto region — were 
mentored by women who were already active in 
politics or in civil society organisations. These in-
cluded Members of the European Parliament, a Sec-
retary of State, the president of a women’s rights 
NGO and a Member of the Portuguese Parliament.

Besides the mentoring programme, the project also 
ran a competence development programme and 
had a part dedicated to the development of social 
transformation projects for gender equality, with 
a special focus also on young men. Mentees were 
invited to participate in several parallel activities or-
ganised by the project team, such as institutional 
visits and meetings (e.g. to the national and Europe-
an parliaments), events focused on gender equality 
and other political and civic experiences.

The project was co-funded by the European Social 
Fund under the Operational Programme for the 
Promotion of Human Potential (POPH).

Focus on young women and minorities

For the selection procedure, REDE published a call 
for participants, requesting the following profile: 
young women between 16 and 30 years old, with 
or without experience in activism, NGOs or politics, 

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It has a clear focus on youth and young women in particular.

ü The solid network of REDE acts as a good basis for the initiative.

ü It is innovative in applying international experience to Portugal.

ü It promotes intergenerational cooperation and transfer of knowledge.

ü It benefits from the joint efforts of politicians and major stakeholders.

ü It has a cross-party dimension.

ü It was visible in the media and the project material was widely disseminated.

ü The model is relevant for other countries and is transferable. 

based on a previous programme which ran in 2005 
and 2006. The second project, which ran from 2008 
to 2010, introduced some innovative approaches, 
such as an additional focus on ethnic minorities and 
the involvement of young men.

Inspired by its Swiss predecessor (De Femme 
à Femme), the From Woman to Woman (‘De Mulher 
para Mulher’) project aimed to:

• promote intra and intergenerational communi-
cation and cooperation between women;

• contribute to the integration of young women’s 
concerns and needs in decision-making pro-
cesses in different types of organisations;

• increase young women’s participation in 
decision-making;

• develop young women’s skills;
• contribute to the creation and strengthening of 

networks for young women;
• identify additional obstacles faced by women 

with different ethnic and cultural backgrounds 
in accessing the political and civic spheres;

• raise the awareness of boys and men of the im-
portance of promoting gender equality (14).

14 Arnaut, Catarina (2014), ‘Woman to Woman: intergenerational 
mentorship programme’. Paper presented at the 4th ATGENDER 
Spring Conference 2014 — Setting a New Agenda for the Equal-
ity Policies, 25-27 June, Barcelona.
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as engaging men in gender equality issues. The 
programme was composed of six weekend train-
ing sessions spread over a year, plus other com-
plementary activities, such as visiting city halls, the 
national and European parliaments, taking part in 
conferences and debates, and assisting the political 
campaigns of female candidates in local elections.

The weekend training sessions strengthened the 
social bonds among the young women and cov-
ered six themes, the first five of which were:

• introduction to gender equality (concepts and 
historical movements);

• citizenship and intercultural dimensions (inter-
sectionality and multiple forms of discrimina-
tion against women);

• activism and intervention projects;
• democracy, parity and politics;
• communication and media.

The sixth topic was prepared by the mentees 
themselves, addressing themes such as women in 
the arts, women and literature, and women and 
science. The group of mentees had the help and 
support of the project officers in organising the ac-
tivities and the overall preparation of the weekend.

Social transformation projects

Groups of mentees carried out nine social 
transformation projects on gender equality 
according to their interests. The project team 
supported the whole process with the ultimate 
goal of providing experience in developing and 
implementing a gender mainstreaming or an 
affirmative action project in gender issues. The 
projects were required to be sustainable and to 
multiply their results, as well as taking into account 
a gender perspective throughout the project 
cycle with a focus also on young men. Issues 
addressed by the projects included, for instance, 
work-life balance, fighting gender stereotypes 
and strengthening intercultural dialogue.

interested in political and civic participation and 
available to participate in all the project activities. 
The open call specifically stated that the project 
was intended to favour applicants from ethnic and 
cultural minorities.

This open call was disseminated among youth as-
sociations, the youth wings of political parties, uni-
versities, high schools and immigrant organisations. 
The applicants who matched the profile were invit-
ed for interviews. For the final decision, the results 
of the interview and the diversity factors were tak-
en into account: young women with experience in 
activism, young women with no experience in the 
field, and young women from ethnic minorities.

The project activities took account of the diversity 
of the target group and addressed such topics as 
intercultural dialogue, cooperation and develop-
ment, and multiple discrimination. The main objec-
tive was to raise awareness about the multiple faces 
of feminism and women’s concerns. Mentors were 
also selected based on their experience in working 
in international and intercultural environments.

Mentoring and competence 
development

The Mentoring Programme had four different 
phases. At the start, the project team paired up 
the mentees and mentors, by matching the men-
tees’ ambitions with the mentors’ expertise. Then 
a kick-off meeting was organised, at which the 
mentoring pairs could each define a strategy for 
conducting their relationship, including the num-
ber of meetings and other forms of contact that 
they would have during the 12 months of the men-
toring programme. The activities were regularly 
monitored by the project team.

The Competence Development Programme 
was based on non-formal education activities and 
covered a wide range of areas — human rights, 
intercultural dialogue, media and press, politics, 
and gender equality concepts and priorities, such 
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in the context of the project that attracted much 
attention and are still widely used by teachers, 
schools, and gender equality and youth NGOs. An 
example is the toolkit for empowering young wom-
en in civic and political decision-making.

An internal evaluation was made using an online 
survey which was answered by mentees and mentors. 
Both considered that the objectives established 
for the mentoring relationship were achieved. The 
project succeeded in empowering young women 
and improving their confidence and skills. REDE’s very 
solid network was crucial to the project’s success as it 
enabled the mentors to be identified and the social 
intervention projects to be put into practice.

The project is relevant and transferable and the 
focus on youth represents a particularly important 
aspect to inspire other countries.

Contact:

Patrícia São João
Former Project Officer, From Woman to Woman, 
2nd Edition, Porto
Vice-president of General Assembly
+351 93 496 8620
geral@redejovensigualdade.org.pt

Further material:

Programme website:
http://demulherparamulher.redejovensigualdade.
org.pt;

Project’ ‘From Woman to Woman’ — International 
Women ś Day 2010 — Lisbon:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dx9Xx-
mh-bZc&feature=youtu.be’;

‘From Woman to Woman’ — Feminist Art Festival 
— 2010 — Porto:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NmM2qGU-
V9uc&feature=youtu.be.

Some examples of social transformation projects 
developed under the ‘From Woman to Woman’ 
umbrella were:

Parity for Young People

This group worked on parity, gender and politi-
cal decision-making in the youth wings of politi-
cal parties. They developed a flyer on the subject 
and worked with young men and women in these 
political parties, addressing the under-representa-
tion of women in political decision-making and 
how young men could contribute to a more gen-
der-friendly political system.

Deconstructing inequalities

This group worked with students from Cape Verde 
studying in Portuguese universities. They devel-
oped some debates with the students, addressing 
gender stereotypes from an intercultural dialogue 
perspective, leading the discussion towards cultural 
influences regarding gender stereotypes and the 
role of men at home and in family life.

Taking into account that Cape Verde had one of the 
most egalitarian governments in the world — its 
government achieved gender parity in 2006 and 
since autumn 2014 has a majority of women — 
these young women also interviewed female lead-
ers from Cape Verde, in order to eliminate the stere-
otype that women do not belong in politics.

Key achievements of the project

The under-representation of women in politics can-
not be tackled effectively without attracting youth 
and young women in particular. The project ‘From 
Woman to Woman’ developed strategies to engage 
young women and men and to get them interested 
and involved in politics and gender equality.

Furthermore, the project was able to raise its visibil-
ity in the media and social networks. A set of hand-
books, guides and other materials were published 

mailto:geral@redejovensigualdade.org.pt
http://demulherparamulher.redejovensigualdade.org.pt
http://demulherparamulher.redejovensigualdade.org.pt
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dx9Xxmh-bZc&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dx9Xxmh-bZc&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NmM2qGUV9uc&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NmM2qGUV9uc&feature=youtu.be
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Further information:

In Portuguese:
Fonseca, L. and E. Macedo (2006). Relatório de Aval-
iação do Projecto de Mulher para Mulher — dMpM
Rede Portuguesa de Jovens para a Igualdade de 
Oportunidades entre Mulheres e Homens (2011a). 
Relatório final: de Mulher para Mulher — 2ª edição 
[dMpM2 Porto] — No  de projecto: 02224/2008/73
Rede Portuguesa de Jovens para a Igualdade 
de Oportunidades entre Mulheres e Homens 
(2011b). Relatório final: de Mulher para Mulher — 
2ª edição [dMpM2 Lisboa] — No  de projecto: 
02222/973/2008.

In English:
Arnaut, Catarina (2014), Woman to Woman: inter-
generational mentorship programme. Paper pre-
sented at the fourth ATGENDER Spring Conference 
2014 — Setting a New Agenda for the Equality 
Policies, 25-27 June, Barcelona.
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using innovative tools including street performanc-
es to present the ’pillar of shame’, identifying the po-
litical parties who fail to fulfil the 40 % gender quo-
ta for electoral lists. In addition, sexist statements 
from politicians and public figures were posted on 
a web portal. The campaign enhanced awareness 
about gender representation in political decision- 
making and the lack of the implementation of the 

Awareness raising

Stup Srama Croatia

Grass-roots campaigning for more women in politics Ireland 

Women Can Do It! Portugal

Combatting male dominance in politics Sweden

Stup Srama (Pillory)

Croatia — 2007–2015
Political parties in the pillory

Summary

Despite electoral reforms dating back to 2000, the number of women elected to Croatia’s parliament 
and local authorities remains at around a quarter or fewer. Since 2008, political parties have been 
legally obliged to include at last 40 % of each gender in their electoral lists — but this quota is widely 
ignored.

Since 2007, the Stup srama campaign, run by the feminist organisation CESI, has been naming and 
shaming those political parties that persist in ignoring this equality legislation, by setting up ‘pillars of 
shame’ in the streets during each election campaign.

CESI also operates a website that publishes the worst examples of sexist or discriminatory language 
by politicians and other public figures, and every month gives the public the chance to vote for the 
most outrageous among them.

The campaign is thought to be one factor that has contributed to a small improvement in gender 
equality in recent elections, as well as a higher public awareness of the issue.

Stup Srama is an example of a small and innovative 
campaign running since 2007, focusing on raising 
awareness of the under-representation of women 
in politics. The campaign was launched by CESI (a 
feminist organisation that campaigns for gender 
equality and the advancement of women in socie-
ty) in Zagreb and has been extended to other cities. 
It has gained a lot of public and media attention by 



Advancing gender equality in political decision-making. Good Practices52

Annex II Selected examples of good practices 

councils. Currently, women make up 26 % of the 
parliament, 19 % of the government, 16 % of munic-
ipal councils, 23 % of city councils and 21 % of coun-
ty assemblies. Only 7 % of municipal mayors and 
8 % of city mayors are women.

In 2001, a further measure to enhance women’s par-
ticipation in politics was introduced, which allows 
parties to claim a 10 % higher state subsidy for each 
woman elected. Finally, in 2008, 40 % gender quo-
tas were introduced: political parties are obliged to 
include at least 40 % of each gender in their candi-
date lists, subject to a transitional period of three 
election cycles.

However, these laws have not brought about sig-
nificant improvements in practice. While the share 
of female candidates is rising, they are generally put 
forward by smaller political parties which have no 
realistic chance of winning. Women are also usual-
ly given lower positions on the electoral lists. The 
political will to truly implement gender quotas 
is also lacking, as was clearly seen at the last local 
elections, when the introduction of fines for politi-
cal parties which do not respect the gender quotas 
was postponed until the local elections in 2017 and 
the parliamentary elections in 2019.

Putting the parties in the pillory

Given this situation, visibility campaigns in pre-elec-
tion periods are called for, to warn the public of this 
problem and advocate change. ‘Electoral law needs 
to be changed so that electoral commissions at all 

set gender quotas. It contributed to greater visibility 
of issues affecting women’s representation prior to 
elections. It is difficult to assess the impact of the 
campaign but women’s political representation has 
improved in local as well as national elections.

Electoral reform takes women’s 
representation halfway

A CESI ‘pillar of shame’

Changes in Croatia’s electoral system in 2000 in-
creased women’s representation in politics, with the 
share of women in parliament rising from 4-7 % to 
22 %. However, during the 2000s the position stag-
nated, with 18-21 % of women in the parliament, 10-
29 % in the government and 7-21 % in municipal 

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It uses innovative and creative tools to raise awareness (including street performances and the 
‘Pillar of Shame’).

ü Its use of different media to raise awareness is very transferable.

ü It has a cross-party dimension.

ü It has visibility and wide publicity.

ü It enjoys enthusiastic commitment from the organisers.
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The campaign is funded by the Croatian Office for 
Gender Equality, the French and American embas-
sies in Croatia, the National Foundation for Civil So-
ciety Development and the City of Zagreb.

Stup srama has several strong features: it is small 
in scale but attractive to the public, and has been 
covered extensively by the media. It is held regu-
larly before each election, and is accompanied 
by a website containing sexist and discriminatory 
statements of politicians and persons from public 
life, which is updated daily. Though it started in Za-
greb, it has been spread to other towns by CESI’s 
partner organisations.

Women’s representation improves

The Stup srama campaign has certainly raised the 
public visibility of problems related to gender quo-
tas. Without it, the importance of gender-balanced 
participation in politics would probably be absent 
from the public agenda during election campaigns.

It is hard to say whether the campaign has any 
impact on political parties and whether they are 
selecting more women candidates in order to im-
prove their appeal to female electors. However, it 
is true that recent years have seen some improve-
ment in women’s participation in local elections. 
Between 2005 and 2013 the share of women in 
municipal councils nearly doubled from 8.4 % to 
16.1 %; in city councils it rose by 44 % to 22.6 % and 
in county assemblies by 42 % to 20.7 %. There is also 
a small increase in the number of female mayors: 
in municipalities the share rose from 4.9 % in 2009 
to 6.8 % in 2013 and in cities from 4.7 % in 2009 to 
7.9 % in 2013, although they are elected in direct 
elections.

At the parliamentary level, the share of women 
elected in the 2011 elections was 19.8 %. One year 
later the share of women in parliament rose to 25 % 
and it is currently at a high point of 26 %. There has 
been no improvement in the number of female 
ministers.

levels reject lists that do not respect the legislation 
on balanced representation of women and men,’ 
says the feminist organisation CESI (Centar za eduk-
aciju, savjetovanje i istraživanje — Centre for Educa-
tion, Counselling and Research).

In 2007, CESI designed and initiated the Stup srama 
(‘Pillory’) awareness-raising campaign, which has 
since become a regular activity. The campaign has 
been organised four times so far — in the run-up to 
the 2007 and 2011 parliamentary elections, and the 
2009 and 2013 local elections.

Stup srama’s Libela webpage

The campaign’s main activity is a street perfor-
mance in which CESI presents to the public a pillo-
ry — literally a ‘pillar of shame’ — which lists all the 
political parties that have failed to respect the 40 % 
gender quota of women in their electoral lists. This 
piece of theatre has become a pre-election tradi-
tion in Zagreb, but has also been organised in 
smaller towns of Split, Vukovar and Poreč by CESI’s 
partner organisations. The action, which relies on 
CESI’s analysis of all the parties’ electoral lists, ap-
peals to the public and usually gains a lot of public 
and media attention.

A second campaigning activity is publicising the 
most sexist and discriminatory statements made by 
politicians and other public figures. CESI has created 
a Stup srama webpage on the www.libela.org por-
tal, where it uploads such utterances. Every month, 
readers’ votes are used to compile a ‘best of’ list.

http://www.libela.org
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http://www.libela.org/vijesti/495-stup-srama- 
za-politicke-stranke/;

http://www.tportal.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/257458/
Bez-zena-na-izbornim-listama-idete-na-stup-sra-
ma.html;

http://radio.hrt.hr/radio-pula/clanak/stup-srama- 
za-liste-bez-40-kandidatkinja/16222/;

http://www.rtl.hr/vijesti/novosti/753634/doznajte- 
tko-je-najveci-seksist-medju-hrvatskim-politicarima/;

http://www.ezadar.hr/clanak/na-stupu-srama-sve- 
parlamentarne-stranke;

http://danas.net.hr/hrvatska/zoran-milanovic-iza-
bran-najveci-seksist-medju-hrvatskim-politicarima;

http://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/spolno-neu-
ravnotezene-stranke-trebale-bi-platiti-ka-
znu-od-dva-milijuna-i-200000-kuna/585087.aspx;

http://www.novilist.hr/Vijesti/Hrvatska/Zene-isk-
ljucene-iz-politickog-zivota-Vecina-stranaka-izla-
zi-na-izbore-s-rodno-neuravnotezenim-listama;

http://www.rtl.hr/izborna-zona/vijesti/181363/
stranke-na-stupu-srama-zbog-neravnopravnos-
ti-spolova/;

http://izbori2011.tportal.hr/161852/Na-izbornim-lis-
tama-svega-34-96-posto-zena.html#.VHwePDHF-J0;

Quotation source: CESI website. http://www.cesi.
hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne- 
postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/;

Image from the CESI website: http://www.cesi.hr/hr/
novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postu-
ju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/.

Contact:

Tajana Broz
CESI — Centar za edukaciju, savjetovanje i is-
traživanje (CESI — Centre for Education, Counsel-
ling and Research)
Nova cesta 4
10 000 Zagreb
Croatia
Tel. +385 1 24 22 800
Fax +385 1 24 22 801
cesi@cesi.hr
www.cesi.hr

Further information:

Libela list of sexist and discriminatory utterances: 
http://www.libela.org/stup-srama;

CESI annual report 2011: http://www.cesi.hr/at-
tach/_c/cesi_godisnji_izvjestaj_2011_~2.pdf;

Broz, T. (2013), (Pred)izborne kampanje ženskih 
i feminističkih organizacija, in: Z. Siročić and L. 
Sutlović (eds.), Širenje područja političkog: novi 
pogledi na političku participaciju. Zagreb: Centar 
za ženske studije;

Electoral statistics 26 Nov 2011: http://www.cesi.
hr/hr/novosti/1466-stup-srama-za-stranke-ko-
je-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova/;

Electoral statistics 4 Sep 2009: http://www.
cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1214-stup-srama-za-poli-
ticke-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon/;

Electoral statistics 9 May 2013: http://www.cesi.hr/
hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-pos-
tuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/;

Press conference 24 Apr 13: http://www.cesi.hr/hr/
novosti/1585-dosta-je-bilo-cekanja/;

Media reports on the awareness-raising campaign:

http://www.lokalniizbori.com/vijesti/porec-stup- 
srama-za-liste-bez-zena/;

http://www.libela.org/vijesti/495-stup-srama-za-politicke-stranke/
http://www.libela.org/vijesti/495-stup-srama-za-politicke-stranke/
http://www.tportal.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/257458/Bez-zena-na-izbornim-listama-idete-na-stup-srama.html
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http://www.tportal.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/257458/Bez-zena-na-izbornim-listama-idete-na-stup-srama.html
http://radio.hrt.hr/radio-pula/clanak/stup-srama-za-liste-bez-40-kandidatkinja/16222/
http://radio.hrt.hr/radio-pula/clanak/stup-srama-za-liste-bez-40-kandidatkinja/16222/
http://www.rtl.hr/vijesti/novosti/753634/doznajte-tko-je-najveci-seksist-medju-hrvatskim-politicarima/
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http://www.ezadar.hr/clanak/na-stupu-srama-sve-parlamentarne-stranke
http://danas.net.hr/hrvatska/zoran-milanovic-izabran-najveci-seksist-medju-hrvatskim-politicarim
http://danas.net.hr/hrvatska/zoran-milanovic-izabran-najveci-seksist-medju-hrvatskim-politicarim
http://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/spolno-neuravnotezene-stranke-trebale-bi-platiti-kaznu-od-dva-milijuna-i-200000-kuna/585087.aspx
http://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/spolno-neuravnotezene-stranke-trebale-bi-platiti-kaznu-od-dva-milijuna-i-200000-kuna/585087.aspx
http://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/spolno-neuravnotezene-stranke-trebale-bi-platiti-kaznu-od-dva-milijuna-i-200000-kuna/585087.aspx
http://www.novilist.hr/Vijesti/Hrvatska/Zene-iskljucene-iz-politickog-zivota-Vecina-stranaka-izlazi-na-izbore-s-rodno-neuravnotezenim-listam
http://www.novilist.hr/Vijesti/Hrvatska/Zene-iskljucene-iz-politickog-zivota-Vecina-stranaka-izlazi-na-izbore-s-rodno-neuravnotezenim-listam
http://www.novilist.hr/Vijesti/Hrvatska/Zene-iskljucene-iz-politickog-zivota-Vecina-stranaka-izlazi-na-izbore-s-rodno-neuravnotezenim-listam
http://www.rtl.hr/izborna-zona/vijesti/181363/stranke-na-stupu-srama-zbog-neravnopravnosti-spolova/
http://www.rtl.hr/izborna-zona/vijesti/181363/stranke-na-stupu-srama-zbog-neravnopravnosti-spolova/
http://www.rtl.hr/izborna-zona/vijesti/181363/stranke-na-stupu-srama-zbog-neravnopravnosti-spolova/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
mailto:cesi@cesi.hr
http://www.cesi.hr/
http://www.libela.org/stup-srama%20
http://www.cesi.hr/attach/_c/cesi_godisnji_izvjestaj_2011_~2.pdf
http://www.cesi.hr/attach/_c/cesi_godisnji_izvjestaj_2011_~2.pdf
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1466-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1466-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1466-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1214-stup-srama-za-politicke-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1214-stup-srama-za-politicke-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1214-stup-srama-za-politicke-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1586-stup-srama-za-stranke-koje-ne-postuju-zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova-1586/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1585-dosta-je-bilo-cekanja/
http://www.cesi.hr/hr/novosti/1585-dosta-je-bilo-cekanja/
http://www.lokalniizbori.com/vijesti/porec-stup-srama-za-liste-bez-zena/
http://www.lokalniizbori.com/vijesti/porec-stup-srama-za-liste-bez-zena/
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women friendly, networking, and consultations, 
women have been empowered to become more 
actively involved in politics. The emphasis on lo-
cal-level initiatives linked to national campaigns and 
lobbying is particularly important as engagement in 
national politics depends on prior local participation. 
This model of women’s organising and campaign-
ing for gender-sensitive politics is very transferable 
and is particularly relevant for countries where there 
is a low representation of women in politics.

A history of low women’s representation

The NWCI is an umbrella body representing 
women’s organisations across the country. It has 
a long-standing commitment to improving the 

Grass‑Roots Campaigning for the Equal Representation 
of Women in Politics

Ireland — 2013–2015
Grass‑roots campaign empowers women

Summary

In response to the historically low level of women’s political representation in Ireland, the National 
Women’s Council of Ireland (NWCI), the umbrella body for women’s organisations, led a campaign to 
change policy, raise awareness and empower women to play an active role in politics.

Elements of the campaign were the introduction of electoral quotas, constitutional reform and 
a women-friendly parliament. These were supported by consciousness-raising and networking ac-
tivities, especially at local level, where involvement in politics starts. A model that is being rolled out 
across the country is that of the Women’s Manifesto Group in Longford. It held a national workshop 
for women candidates, helped first-time candidates to network (all of them were subsequently elect-
ed), and organised a post-election debrief on what worked in helping women to get elected, and the 
barriers they came up against.

The first of NWCI’s goals was achieved in 2012 with the introduction of a 30 % quota of women can-
didates for parliamentary elections; this will rise to 40 % seven years after it is first applied. There is 
a sanction of a 50 % cut in government funding for parties that do not comply. However, the voting 
system and the male-dominated political culture mean that a lot remains to be done before equal 
political representation for women is achieved.

NWCI’s local empowerment strategy is transferable to other countries, particularly to those with few 
women politicians.

This is a good example of grass-roots women’s 
organisations campaigning and networking for 
improved political representation of women. The 
initiative responds to the fact that men significantly 
outnumber women in all political decision-making 
structures in Ireland. The campaign was launched 
by the National Women’s Council of Ireland (NWCI), 
a national umbrella body representing women’s 
groups and organisations across the country. Inno-
vative activities to improve women’s representation 
included a guide which sets out six ways to build 
a woman-friendly parliament and campaigning for 
gender quotas which currently require a minimum 
of 30 % of women electoral candidates.

By focusing on women’s talents, campaigning to 
change political structures so that they become 
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fifth-lowest proportion in the EU and well be-
low the EU average of 27.8 %;

• Only 13.3 % of government ministers and just 
over one quarter of ministers of state were 
women in 2013;

• There is a slightly better gender representation 
in the upper house (Seanad), where nearly one 
third of representatives were female in 2013. The 
Seanad is partly elected and partly appointed;

• Less than one in five elected members of local 
authorities were female in 2013;

• Under the EIGE Gender Equality Index, Ireland 
scored 38.7 on the domain of political power, 
below the EU-28 average of 49.8.

These low figures have led to criticisms from the 
UN’s Committee on the Elimination of Discrimina-
tion against Women (CEDAW), which stated in 2005 
that it ‘is concerned at the significant under-rep-
resentation of women in elected political structures’.

Thirty per cent quota

The under-representation of women in politics 
led to a lively debate in Ireland and the launch 
of a national campaign by NWCI and its member 
organisations, which resulted in the introduction 
of legislation on electoral gender quotas in the 
Dáil under the Electoral (Amendment) (Political 

representation of 
women in poli-
tics and has been 
at the forefront of 
campaigning and 
raising awareness 
of this issue. It 
supports gender 
quotas, and be-
lieves that if there 
are more wom-
en in politics this 
will result in more 

gender-sensitive policy-making, which could make 
a major contribution to gender equality.

Through its member organisations, including the 
50-50 Group and Women for Election, NWCI has 
mobilised women to advocate policy changes, 
including changes in the Irish constitution, to im-
prove women’s political representation and to em-
power women to engage in politics.

This issue is very important in Ireland as men greatly 
outnumber women in all political decision-making 
structures:

• Women make up only 15.7 % of representa-
tives in the lower house of the Irish Parliament 
(Dáil); this is up from 13.9 % in 2009, but it is the 

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It is a high-profile public campaign, setting off a wide-ranging debate about women’s representa-
tion in politics and challenging the existing male-dominated political culture.

ü It combines in an innovative way a number of awareness-raising initiatives: campaigning for quo-
tas; development of publicity materials aiming to change the male culture in politics; local pro-
jects to make politics more inclusive and increase community-based women’s engagement.

ü The issue of women’s political representation was brought onto the agenda of the Constitutional 
Convention, including an explicit new provision on gender equality.

ü There is a strong and long-standing commitment from NWCI and from member organisations.

ü It enjoys a high level of engagement amongst community-based women’s organisations.

ü The model is relevant for other countries which lack women’s political participation.
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Having identified better political representation 
for women as a strategic priority, NWCI launched 
a national programme of campaigning, awareness 
raising and empowerment. Its main activities were:

Campaign for electoral quotas

NWCI and its member organisations have been 
very active in successfully campaigning for electoral 
gender quotas (see above). This has had an impact 
nationally and locally in making people aware of 
the extent to which women are under-represent-
ed in politics, challenging male-dominated deci-
sion-making, and pressing for concerted action. 
The campaign for gender quotas involved a wide 
network of NWCI member organisations across 
the country, including the national women’s cam-
paigning groups, the 50-50 Group and Women for 
Election.

Women’s political representation in the 
Constitutional Convention

NWCI was instrumental in getting women’s polit-
ical representation onto the agenda of the Con-
stitutional Convention which voted in favour of 
measures to improve the representation of women 
in politics, including an explicit new provision on 
gender equality and a gender-neutral amendment 
to the ‘women in the home clause’.

A Parliament of all Talents: building 
a women‑friendly parliament

NWCI believes that quotas are only one part of the 
solution to the under-representation of women in 
politics, and argues that the way the parliamentary 
system works needs to be improved: its male cul-
ture needs to change so that, once elected, women 
will go on to seek re-election. Core objectives are 
to change how women see and experience politics, 
and to value the contribution women make to pol-
itics. NWCI’s 2013 report A Parliament of all Talents: 
Building a Women‑Friendly Oireachtas sets out six 
ways forward: family-friendly policies; promoting 
women to senior cabinet and parliamentary com-
mittees; carrying out a gender audit; introducing 

Funding) Act 2012. This requires that a minimum 
of 30 % electoral candidates be women. This 
will rise to 40 % seven years after the quota’s first 
implementation. A party failing to achieve this will 
lose half its government funding. While it affects 
the number of women candidates, the law does not 
regulate the number of women actually elected.

The current Dáil electoral system, based on multi- 
member regional constituencies with TDs (mem-
bers of parliament) elected under the single trans-
ferable vote (STV) system, represents a barrier to 
women’s entry into politics because it demands 
a lot of constituency work, which is difficult for 
women who bear most childcare and family re-
sponsibilities. This is in addition to a male-dominat-
ed culture and low membership and representation 
of women in political parties.

Obstacles to women’s participation in Irish politics 
identified by the parliament’s Joint Committee 
on Justice, Equality Defence and Women’s Rights 
(2009) include access to cash and resources, respon-
sibility for childcare, confidence in putting them-
selves forward for selection, a gendered political 
culture and candidate selection processes. NWCI 
says that care responsibilities and male-dominated 
structures of power and decision-making are major 
barriers (NWCI 2013).

A national campaign

NWCI’s aims are to:

• implement change in policy and legislation to 
improve the representation of women in local, 
national and European politics;

• raise awareness of the need for women-friendly 
political systems and gender-sensitive political 
structures;

• empower women to stand for election and 
participate in politics;

• engage women in seeking political change by 
challenging politicians and electoral candidates 
to address women’s issues in their election 
campaigns.



Advancing gender equality in political decision-making. Good Practices58

Annex II Selected examples of good practices 

Empowering the grass‑roots is 
a transferable approach

This example of grass-roots campaigning and organ-
ising shows the importance of empowering women 
to become involved in political decision-making. This 
has been needed in Ireland as many women feel 
alienated from the male culture of decision-making 
and are put off standing for political office. By fo-
cusing on women’s talents, campaigning to make 
political structures women friendly, networking and 
consulting, women have been empowered to in-
volve themselves more actively in politics, either by 
pressing political representatives to take women’s is-
sues seriously or by opening up spaces for women to 
stand for election. The focus on local initiatives linked 
to national campaigns and lobbying is important be-
cause many Irish politicians only find a role in national 
politics after they have first held office locally.

NWCI’s approach is transferable to any country as it 
focuses on engaging women in local and national 
politics and empowers them to make change from 
the grass-roots. It is especially relevant for countries 
where there is a low representation of women in 
politics. The ‘Women Rising’ and ‘Women’s Manifes-
to Group’ initiatives have been effective in empow-
ering women to influence politics at a local level, 
and through this to open up spaces for women 
to network and enter politics. The ‘A Parliament of 
all Talents: Building a Women-Friendly Oireachtas’ 
initiative is transferable as it sets out six ways to 
build a woman-friendly parliament that could be 
used and adapted by any country. One of the suc-
cesses of the NWCI’s work is that it has stimulated 
a wide-ranging debate in Ireland about women’s 
representation in politics, and this has challenged 
the existing male-dominated political culture.

Along with strong commitment from member 
organisations, a key factor of NWCI’s success was 
that it appointed a policy officer specifically to deal 
with this area of work. She has been instrumental in 
agreeing national policy changes and in mobilising 
women at the grass-roots.

Even though there have been significant achieve-
ments, many politicians still oppose quotas and 

rules to promote a culture of respect; investing in 
politicians and gender-sensitivity; and promoting 
solidarity among women politicians.

Women Rising

In 2013, NWCI commenced an innovative project 
called ‘Women in Politics and Decision-Making’, 
funded by the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, 
which implemented a wide range of initiatives to 
improve the representation of women in politics 
and decision-making. As well as lobbying and cam-
paigning for gender quotas and other measures, 
NWCI carried out a consultation process known as 
‘Women Rising’ which addressed women’s issues 
and the representation of women in politics in the 
lead-up to the 2014 local and European elections. 
Large meetings were held with candidates and 
women voters in three places in Ireland at a series 
of café events, with the aim of providing a space for 
women to have their say on the issues important 
to them, as they relate to the election campaign, 
and encouraging women from the grass-roots to 
play an active role in local politics. The Women Ris‑
ing Manifesto (NWCI 2014) drawn up in consultation 
with NWCI member organisations, was used as the 
basis for these large meetings.

Women’s Manifesto Group

One example of a local initiative is the Women’s 
Manifesto Group, established in 2009 by Longford 
Women’s Link, which has worked closely with NWCI. 
The group aims to make communities and politics 
more inclusive of women’s perspectives by increas-
ing the number of women in local decision-mak-
ing, and in local and national politics. It was created 
as a response to women’s dissatisfaction with their 
under-representation. Examples of its work include 
a national workshop for women standing for elec-
tion, national networking for first-time candidates 
(all of whom were subsequently elected), and 
a post-election debrief on what worked in helping 
women to get elected, and the barriers they came 
up against. It is a good example of how networking 
and sharing experiences can contribute to a culture 
of change. The model is currently being rolled out 
across Ireland.
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Second Report of the Convention on the Constitution 
on Women in Politics, Constitutional Convention, 
2013: https://www.constitution.ie/Attachment-
Download.ashx?mid=268d9308-c9b7-e211-a5a0-
005056a32ee4;

Women Rising Manifesto, National Women’s Council 
of Ireland, 2014): http://www.nwci.ie/images/up-
loads/NWCI_Women_Rising_Manifesto_2014.pdf;

The Women’s Manifesto model. Longford Women’s 
Manifesto Project, Longford Women’s Link: http://
www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/Womenss_
Manifesto_9_steps_Supports_Model.pdf;

Women’s Manifesto Brochure. Longford Women’s 
Manifesto Project, Longford Women’s Link: http://
www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/30210_
Womens_Manifesto_Project_A5_Brochure_V11.
pdf;

Link to a video made by NWCI in relation to young 
women and their interest in politics: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=7o4646QRsSU;

Photo from NWCI website: http://www.nwci.ie/?/
learn/photo_gallery/women_rising.

resist changes to existing power structures. For this 
reason it is vital that the grass-roots work contin-
ue. However, projects like ‘Women Rising’ demand 
resources. NWCI’s funding has been cut since the 
economic crisis; restoration of funding is critical to 
achieving its organisational goals in the long term.

Contact:

Louise Glennon
Women in Leadership Officer
National Women’s Council of Ireland
100 North King Street
Smithfield
Dublin 7
Ireland
+353 1 679 0100
louiseg@nwci.ie
https://www.nwci.ie/

Further information:

A Parliament of all Talents: Building a Women‑Friendly 
Oireachtas, National Women’s Council of Ireland, 
2013: http://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/A_Par-
liament_of_all_Talents.pdf;

https://www.constitution.ie/AttachmentDownload.ashx?mid=268d9308-c9b7-e211-a5a0-005056a32ee4
https://www.constitution.ie/AttachmentDownload.ashx?mid=268d9308-c9b7-e211-a5a0-005056a32ee4
https://www.constitution.ie/AttachmentDownload.ashx?mid=268d9308-c9b7-e211-a5a0-005056a32ee4
http://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/NWCI_Women_Rising_Manifesto_2014.pdf
http://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/NWCI_Women_Rising_Manifesto_2014.pdf
http://www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/Womenss_Manifesto_9_steps_Supports_Model.pdf
http://www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/Womenss_Manifesto_9_steps_Supports_Model.pdf
http://www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/Womenss_Manifesto_9_steps_Supports_Model.pdf
http://www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/30210_Womens_Manifesto_Project_A5_Brochure_V11.pdf
http://www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/30210_Womens_Manifesto_Project_A5_Brochure_V11.pdf
http://www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/30210_Womens_Manifesto_Project_A5_Brochure_V11.pdf
http://www.longfordwomenslink.org/photos/30210_Womens_Manifesto_Project_A5_Brochure_V11.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7o4646QRsSU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7o4646QRsSU
http://www.nwci.ie/?/learn/photo_gallery/women_rising
http://www.nwci.ie/?/learn/photo_gallery/women_rising
mailto:louiseg@nwci.ie
https://www.nwci.ie/
http://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/A_Parliament_of_all_Talents.pdf
http://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/A_Parliament_of_all_Talents.pdf
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Waiting for parity

Although the number 
of Portuguese women 
holding political posts is 
increasing, progress to-
wards equality is slow and 
uneven. There is a particu-
lar difficulty at local level, 
where since the most re-
cent elections in 2013, only 
7.5 % of the mayors elected 
have been women. The sit-

uation is somewhat better at national level, with the 
2011 elections returning 26.5 % of women to parlia-
ment and 17 % to government posts (15). At European 
level the gender balance is even better, and since 2014, 
38.1 % of Portuguese MEPs have been female (16).

15 CIG — Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality, Re‑
port — Beijing + 20 — Portugal, 2014, http://www.unwomen.
org/~/media/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/CSW/59/
National_reviews/Portugal_review_Beijing20.pdf.

16 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/gender-decision-making/
database/politics/eu-parliament/index_en.htm

Women Can Do It! (Na política, as mulheres são capazes!)

Portugal — 2007–2010
A toolkit, training and an awareness campaign

Summary

In Portugal, the share of elected political posts held by women is respectable at the European level 
(38 %), rather low nationally (26 %) and abysmal locally (only 7.5 % of mayors).

To counter this, in 2008 the Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality (CIG) republished a tried 
and tested training toolkit, Na Política, As Mulheres são Capazes! (In Politics Women Can Do It!), organised 
a series of 11 training session around the country which reached 242 women, and drew up agree-
ments with the regional governments of the Azores and Madeira to enable actions on those islands.

In 2009, CIG followed up with the nationwide Women make democracy better campaign, which used 
television, radio, posters and cards to encourage women to be politically active. In 2010, CIG under-
took an innovative action in education, by publishing a handbook for teachers, the Education Guide: 
Gender and Citizenship — third cycle, which suggests practical activities to tackle gender stereotypes.

Women Can Do It! is an example of a nationwide 
project launched by CIG (Commission for Citizen-
ship and Gender Equality) aiming to raise awareness 
of women’s participation in political decision-mak-
ing with a specific focus on young women. It uses 
the slogan ‘Women make democracy better’ to 
promote an inclusive environment for young wom-
en. Specific tools have been developed including 
a toolkit built on the Norwegian experience to 
support awareness raising and training to foster 
women’s self-confidence, communication and 
leadership skills. Furthermore, education guides 
for teachers were produced to tackle gender stere-
otypes. To better reach out to young women and 
men the project established close cooperation with 
the National Youth Council, youth associations and 
the Portuguese Youth Institute.
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Capazes! (In Politics Women Can Do It!) toolkit (17), 
originally published in 2001 and to disseminate 
it widely. The toolkit, which was translated from 
a publication of the same name produced by the 
Norwegian Labour Party’s Women Network, sup-
ports awareness raising and training sessions by de-
scribing practical activities that trainers can imple-
ment. These improve women’s communication and 
leadership skills and give them the self-confidence 
to raise their voices, put over their points of view 
and take the lead in public interventions.

Eleven awareness-raising sessions took place across 
the country between 2007 and 2010, each lasting 
six hours. Taken together, they reached 242 par-
ticipants. Generally, their main aim was to support 
women to actively participate in public life, by ad-
dressing topics such as how to communicate ef-
fectively with a large audience, how to be assertive 
and self-confident in communication (18).

In addition to these activities on the mainland, CIG 
signed agreements with the governments of the 
Azores and Madeira, which led to several train-
ing sessions taking place on the islands to raise 

17 CIG — Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality, Na 
Política, As Mulheres são Capazes (In Politics Women Can Do It), 
2008 (2nd ed.): ISBN: 972-597217-1.

18 See reports of training sessions: http://www.umaracores.org/
images/anexos/82-2.pdf, http://www.ps-baixoalentejo.com/
imagens/mps.pdf.

Deeply ingrained stereotypes regarding gender 
and leadership are particularly noticeable when it 
comes to electing mayors, who are called on to be 
father figures to their communities and are much 
more visible politically than their colleagues on lo-
cal councils. Elections centred on one person are 
less open to women’s participation — as in the 
case of presidential elections, at which there have 
been no female candidates since the 1980s — than 
collegial or plural decision-making bodies such as 
the national or European parliaments, which oper-
ate a list system. This unbalanced situation persists 
despite the adoption of the Parity Law in 2006. This 
law lays down that any list of three or more can-
didates (for parliament, the European Parliament or 
local authorities) must contain at least 33 % of each 
gender, and that for the Portuguese and European 
parliaments the lists should not include more than 
two persons of the same gender successively. If lists 
do not comply with these requirements, public fi-
nancing for election campaigns is reduced.

A nationwide awareness‑raising 
campaign

In order to promote the participation of women in 
politics, the Commission for Citizenship and Gen-
der Equality (CIG) launched a nationwide aware-
ness-raising campaign. In 2008, the Commission 
decided to reprint the Na Política, As Mulheres são 

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It is an innovative and multi-pronged campaign with good prospects for transferability.

ü It has clear goals and focus, and  it has achieved a significant reach to young women.

ü There was a fruitful cooperation with youth organisations and stakeholders.

ü It provided teachers with pedagogical support for raising the awareness of students, teaching 
and developing projects.

ü It proved useful in initiating and stimulating debate.

ü It took international experience into account.

ü It improved cooperation between the Commission on Gender Equality and municipal and 
regional governments.
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Practical suggestions for ‘Gender and Leadership’, 
for instance, focus on exploring and discussing ine-
qualities between women and men in power-relat-
ed and decision-making positions. Through group 
work and structured class discussions students are 
asked to reflect on the variety of reasons for the 
asymmetry between women and men in positions 
of power and decision-making. A particular focus is 
placed on the constraints derived from the reconcil-
iation of work and family life and the role of gender 
as a determining factor influencing the amount of 
time dedicated to different life spheres, particular-
ly domestic life. The Guide also seeks to demystify 
the idea of a ‘born leader’ while demonstrating that 
behaviours associated with ‘leadership’ can be de-
veloped through active training. A further emphasis 
of the Guide is ‘Gender and Vocational Choices’. It 
addresses the issue of gender asymmetries in the 
choice of professions by students and gives practical 
suggestions as to how teachers and psychologists 
could make students aware of gender stereotypes 
associated with professions and support them in 
vocational decision-making. Gender stereotypes are 
also often transmitted via different media products, 
computer games, etc. The Guide focuses on these 
aspects and gives concrete examples of exercises, 
group sessions and tests that could make students 
more aware and empower them.

The Guide was commissioned by CIG and the 
General Directorate for Innovation and Curriculum 
Development.

A spin-off effect was that the action strengthened 
the relationship between CIG, municipalities and 
regional governments.

awareness of the importance of women’s participa-
tion in organisations and in political life.

CIG also established close cooperation with the Na-
tional Youth Council to gain the support of youth 
associations and of the Portuguese Youth Institute 
in encouraging young women to take part in public 
life and particularly political life.

Women make democracy better

Following these awareness-raising events, a nation-
wide campaign called Women make democracy bet‑
ter was launched in 2009 (19). It was broadcast on 
national television and cable TV 111 times and on 
radio 180 times. It was advertised at 600 sites out-
doors, in 380 trains and on 2 439 ATMs as well as 
through cards distributed in restaurants, cinemas, 
theatres, cultural centres, etc.

Moreover, for the first time educational guides 
were produced to promote citizenship and gender 
equality. The Guide for the third cycle (20), launched 
in 2010, covers the issue of decision-making and 
suggests practical activities to tackle gender ste-
reotypes and induce equal attitudes towards lead-
ership among female and male students. Its main 
purpose is to provide teachers with pedagogical 
support for teaching and developing projects and 
other activities. The primary target group of the 
Guide are students of 13 years and upwards, but it is 
also possible to carry out almost all of the activities 
with some adjustments in other age groups.

The Guide presents a useful resource for school 
teachers as it supports them in two ways: by provid-
ing a clear theoretical framework; and by offering 
practical advice for classroom activities.

19 See http://www.cig.gov.pt/campanhas/as-mulheres-fazem-a-
democracia-melhor-a-diferenca-faz-a-igualdade/.

20 CIG — Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality, Educa‑
tion Guide: Gender and Citizenship — 3rd cycle (coordinated by 
Teresa Pinto; other authors: Conceição Nogueira, Cristina Vieira, 
Isabel Silva, Luísa Saavedra, Maria João Duarte Silva, Paula Silva, 
Teresa-Cláudia Tavares and Vasco Prazeres), 2009, http://www.
cig.gov.pt/pdf/2014/Education_Guide_3rd_Cicle.pdf.
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Contact:

Fátima Duarte, President
Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality
Av. da República, 32, 1º
1050-193 Lisbon
Portugal
Tel. +351 217 983 000
Fax +351 217 983 098
cig@cig.gov.pt

Further information:

External evaluation report (in Portuguese): Ferreira, 
V. (coord), 2010, Estudo de Avaliação do III Plano 
Nacional para a Igualdade, Cidadania e Género — 
Relatório Final para a CIG, APEU-Associação Para 
a Extensão Universitária, Coimbra;

Book cover taken from CIG website: http://cid.
cig.gov.pt/Nyron/Library/Catalog/winlibsrch.
aspx?skey=CDB781C63EB344EAAAEA6D-
9208D065C7&cap=&pesq=10&var0=dt%20
%3E%3D%20%271900-01-01%27&var8=Pub-
lica%u00e7%u00e3o%20CIG&t12=1900-01-
01&bo=0&nohist=true&doc=7158.

mailto:cig@cig.gov.pt
http://cid.cig.gov.pt/Nyron/Library/Catalog/winlibsrch.aspx?skey=CDB781C63EB344EAAAEA6D9208D065C7&cap=&pesq=10&var0=dt%20%3E%3D%20%271900-01-01%27&var8=Publica%u00e7%u00e3o%20CIG&t12=1900-01-01&bo=0&nohist=true&doc=7158
http://cid.cig.gov.pt/Nyron/Library/Catalog/winlibsrch.aspx?skey=CDB781C63EB344EAAAEA6D9208D065C7&cap=&pesq=10&var0=dt%20%3E%3D%20%271900-01-01%27&var8=Publica%u00e7%u00e3o%20CIG&t12=1900-01-01&bo=0&nohist=true&doc=7158
http://cid.cig.gov.pt/Nyron/Library/Catalog/winlibsrch.aspx?skey=CDB781C63EB344EAAAEA6D9208D065C7&cap=&pesq=10&var0=dt%20%3E%3D%20%271900-01-01%27&var8=Publica%u00e7%u00e3o%20CIG&t12=1900-01-01&bo=0&nohist=true&doc=7158
http://cid.cig.gov.pt/Nyron/Library/Catalog/winlibsrch.aspx?skey=CDB781C63EB344EAAAEA6D9208D065C7&cap=&pesq=10&var0=dt%20%3E%3D%20%271900-01-01%27&var8=Publica%u00e7%u00e3o%20CIG&t12=1900-01-01&bo=0&nohist=true&doc=7158
http://cid.cig.gov.pt/Nyron/Library/Catalog/winlibsrch.aspx?skey=CDB781C63EB344EAAAEA6D9208D065C7&cap=&pesq=10&var0=dt%20%3E%3D%20%271900-01-01%27&var8=Publica%u00e7%u00e3o%20CIG&t12=1900-01-01&bo=0&nohist=true&doc=7158
http://cid.cig.gov.pt/Nyron/Library/Catalog/winlibsrch.aspx?skey=CDB781C63EB344EAAAEA6D9208D065C7&cap=&pesq=10&var0=dt%20%3E%3D%20%271900-01-01%27&var8=Publica%u00e7%u00e3o%20CIG&t12=1900-01-01&bo=0&nohist=true&doc=7158
http://cid.cig.gov.pt/Nyron/Library/Catalog/winlibsrch.aspx?skey=CDB781C63EB344EAAAEA6D9208D065C7&cap=&pesq=10&var0=dt%20%3E%3D%20%271900-01-01%27&var8=Publica%u00e7%u00e3o%20CIG&t12=1900-01-01&bo=0&nohist=true&doc=7158
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Swedish police, municipalities) and the concept 
is widely discussed in schools. Social media also 
played an important role in dissemination.

Five techniques for domination

The proportions of women and men in elected 
decision-making bodies in Sweden are relatively 
well-balanced. However, the numerical gender 
balance in politics does not necessarily mean 
that the sexes share power and influence equally. 
Gendered norms about who is a proper political 
leader and who should be making political decisions 
persist, and those in power may consciously or 
unconsciously use various strategies to maintain 
their power and privileges. One such strategy is the 
use of domination techniques, also called master 
suppression techniques. These are defined as 
strategies of social manipulation and domination by 
which a dominant group maintains its power and 

Domination Techniques and How to Combat Them

Sweden — 1970s–2015
Tools to combat domination techniques

Summary

Domination techniques are defined as strategies of social manipulation and domination by which 
a dominant group maintains its power and privilege. They are often used by men to assert them-
selves over women for instance by treating women as invisible, ridiculing them, withholding informa-
tion, putting them in a double bind and shaming them.

In Sweden, the idea of domination techniques — as well as the strategies to combat them — has 
been disseminated to large parts of political parties and other organisations across the country. Var-
ious role plays, films and exercises to combat these techniques have been developed, and these are 
used in schools, in political parties and at workplaces.

One prominent example in the field of political decision-making is the Power Handbook produced 
by Sweden’s National Federation of Social Democratic Women (S-kvinnor) which promotes ways to 
resist men’s use of ‘dominance techniques’ and was published in eight languages. The Power Hand-
book articulates ways for women to obtain, keep and utilise power. The book not only explores how 
power can be achieved and is accessible at the level of institutions, but also through everyday inter-
actions and personal relationships.

This example represents a long-standing initiative 
of awareness-raising activities and materials (includ-
ing training, handbooks etc.) to address and coun-
ter male domination techniques and the theory 
of male power. Its objective is to stimulate debate 
about power and how it can be used in a demo-
cratic way. In a political context this has led to the 
use of role play, films and exercises to combat dom-
ination techniques. A YouTube clip has been widely 
disseminated in Sweden as an illustration of male 
dominance in politics; the National Federation of 
Social Democratic Women (S-women) has pub-
lished the ‘Power Handbook’ (with advice for wom-
en on how to get access to power) which was trans-
lated into many languages and spread to numerous 
countries around the world.

The strategies to combat male domination tech-
niques were disseminated to political parties and 
organisations and Swedish society in general, they 
were adapted to specific workplaces (for example, 
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5� Blaming and shaming: embarrassing someone, 
or insinuating that they are themselves to blame 
for their position.

Tools to fight back

Various counter‑strate‑
gies have been developed 
to combat these domina‑
tion techniques, which 
have since been used 
in politics, schools and  
civil society organisations 
throughout Sweden� 
They include techniques 
such as ‘respect’ and  
‘demand information’�

Examples of these exercises can be found in printed 
form and on the internet, and various sectors in so-
ciety have adapted the counter-strategies to fit into 
their own contexts.

One example of this is the Power Handbook pub-
lished by the National Federation of Social Demo-
cratic Women (S-kvinnor). The book gives women 
practical advice on how to get access to political 

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It addresses masculine domination techniques and the theory of male power in an innovative 
way.

ü The strategies to combat male domination techniques and to promote balanced decision-mak-
ing have been elaborated and used over many years proving to be effective.

ü The strategies have been transferred from politics to many different areas (e.g. workplace, 
education).

ü It creatively employs a variety of awareness-raising and training tools (e.g. films, plays, exercises, 
social media, etc.).

ü It is rooted in a gender mainstreaming framework.

ü The materials and tools produced have been used extensively across Europe and around the 
world.

ü The model is very transferable and adaptable to different contexts.

privilege. The idea was popularised in the 1970s by 
the Norwegian professor of social psychology, Berit 
Ås, who described five techniques for domination 
that men use to assert themselves (mostly) over 
women. They are:

1� Making invisible: silencing and marginalising 
people by ignoring them. This includes, for 
instance, reformulating a colleague’s idea as 
one’s own, taking the floor when it is another 
one’s turn to speak or not paying attention (e.g. 
by talking, browsing through papers or checking 
emails) while someone else is speaking.

2� Ridicule: portraying someone else’s arguments 
in a ridiculing way, or commenting on some-
one’s appearance.

3� Withholding information: sharing information 
among an inner circle, without telling everyone 
concerned. For instance making decisions not at 
the board meeting where everyone is present, 
but in a small group at the bar afterwards.

4� Double bind: putting people in a situation 
in which they will be belittled and penalised 
whichever alternative they choose or regardless 
of how they act. For example, when a person 
does thorough work there are complaints 
that they are too slow; when the work is done 
efficiently, there is criticism that they are sloppy.



Advancing gender equality in political decision-making. Good Practices66

Annex II Selected examples of good practices 

are also discussed in workplaces, politics and civil 
society, as part of combatting discrimination and 
promoting a good working climate.

One reason for their broad spread is that the ideas 
are relevant to many different arenas and groups 
of people, and strategies to combat domination 
techniques can fairly easily be adapted to different 
contexts. Most people who watch the films can re-
late to the situations that are portrayed. The films 
also use humour to illustrate the situations in which 
domination techniques are deployed.

The Power Handbook, which serves as a guide to 
women for gaining power in political parties, was 
translated into several other languages including 
English, Spanish, French and Serbian. It inspired 
others and became a useful resource for the de-
velopment of similar guides on achieving gender 
balance in different fields. The Council of Europe’s 
Guide for Balancing Decision‑making (2001) refers to 
the Swedish good practice, as well as the recent 
OSCE Handbook on Promoting Women’s Participation 
in Political Parties (2014).

Contact

For more information on the Power Handbook:
Maria Granström,
Press Secretary S-kvinnor
T: +46 8 700 27 41
E: maria.granstrom@s-kvinnor.se

Further information:

The Power Handbook (Makthandboken), by S-kvinnor 
(in Swedish, English, Spanish, Russian, Croatian, Turk-
ish, French and Arabic): http://www.socialdemokra-
terna.se/Webben-for-alla/S-kvinnor/S-kvinnor/
Var-politik/Makthandboken/;

Going for Gender Balance: A guide for balanc‑
ing decision‑making, Council of Europe, 2002: 
http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/standardsetting/
equality/03themes/women-decisionmaking/
EG-S-BP %282001 %291_en.pdf;

power and influence, particularly in political parties. 
It provides step-by-step guidance to achieve the 
goal (e.g. learn the rules, analyse power structures, 
put forward women candidates, increase wom-
en’s representation in decision-making, in selec-
tion committees, in working groups, in campaign 
groups and chair meetings). It also presents the 
five domination techniques by Berit Ås, and gives 
advice on how to counter them. The book outlines 
the steps that women can take as individuals and 
in groups to get more women into decision-mak-
ing bodies, and raises awareness about gender dy-
namics so that women will be more effective once 
they get there. The booklet observes that ‘there 
are innumerable traps on the road towards fair pow‑
er for women. This handbook identifies the traps and 
provides a guide on how we can avoid or eliminate 
them’. It emphasises that politics is not only about 
being a candidate. There needs to be gender bal-
ance behind the scenes if a party is to be credible 
to women voters. It gives concrete tips on how to 
change things. The wider benefit of this initiative is 
that the ideas easily cross party lines, and can be 
used by a wide variety of women’s political organ-
isations. Across Europe, political parties try to train 
their politicians, and sharing of good training ma-
terial on working together to make gender balance 
a reality is a way to empower ever-broader groups 
of people.

Further examples of initiatives that have been de-
veloped in Sweden to raise awareness of domina-
tion techniques include role plays and films such as, 
for instance, a video made in 1992 by the munici-
pality of Växjö illustrating various domination tech-
niques and strategies to combat them. This video 
was widely disseminated across Sweden when it 
was published. Today, YouTube films are used.

Broad dissemination

Awareness of domination techniques and the strat-
egies to combat them has been widely disseminat-
ed in Swedish society. The concepts are discussed 
in schools, and pupils are taught how to combat 
domination techniques by taking part in role plays, 
watching YouTube clips etc. Domination techniques 

mailto:maria.granstrom@s-kvinnor.se
http://www.socialdemokraterna.se/Webben-for-alla/S-kvinnor/S-kvinnor/Var-politik/Makthandboken/
http://www.socialdemokraterna.se/Webben-for-alla/S-kvinnor/S-kvinnor/Var-politik/Makthandboken/
http://www.socialdemokraterna.se/Webben-for-alla/S-kvinnor/S-kvinnor/Var-politik/Makthandboken/
http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/standardsetting/equality/03themes/women-decisionmaking/EG-S-BP%282001%291_en.pdf
http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/standardsetting/equality/03themes/women-decisionmaking/EG-S-BP%282001%291_en.pdf
http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/standardsetting/equality/03themes/women-decisionmaking/EG-S-BP%282001%291_en.pdf
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‘Mobilising against gender inequality and gender- 
based violence’, chapter 3 of Gender Matters — 
Manual on gender‑based violence affecting young 
people: http://www.eycb.coe.int/gendermatters/
chapter_3/1.html;

Handbook on harassment of women in schools: 
JämO:s handbook mot könsmobbing i skolan. Stock-
holm: Jämställdhetsombudsmannen (JämO), 2000;

Göran Persson utövar härskarteknik: Göran Persson, 
prime minister of Sweden 1996-2006, practices 
domination techniques against Maud Olofsson, 
leader of the Centre Party. This YouTube clip has 
been disseminated widely in Sweden as an illus-
tration of male dominance. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=JipBk3V0El0.

Materials on combating domination techniques (in 
Swedish):

• at the workplace: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=_hJzQksRIpw;

• in the police: http://www.svenskpolis.se/Artike-
larkiv/Artiklar-2013/November-2013/5-knep-mot
-harskartekniker/;

• in civil society organisations such as trade un-
ions and political parties: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=_LG1e7TBUY8;

• in women’s shelters: http://www.tjejjouren.se/
tjejguiden/feminism/harskarteknikerna-8544;

• in academia: http://www.jamstallt.se/docs/
ENSU %20bekraftartekniker.pdf.

Handbook on Promoting Women’s Participation in 
Political Parties. OSCE. 2014 http://www.osce.org/
odihr/120877?download=true.

http://www.eycb.coe.int/gendermatters/chapter_3/1.html
http://www.eycb.coe.int/gendermatters/chapter_3/1.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JipBk3V0El0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JipBk3V0El0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hJzQksRIpw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hJzQksRIpw
http://www.svenskpolis.se/Artikelarkiv/Artiklar-2013/November-2013/5-knep-mot-harskartekniker/
http://www.svenskpolis.se/Artikelarkiv/Artiklar-2013/November-2013/5-knep-mot-harskartekniker/
http://www.svenskpolis.se/Artikelarkiv/Artiklar-2013/November-2013/5-knep-mot-harskartekniker/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LG1e7TBUY8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LG1e7TBUY8
http://www.tjejjouren.se/tjejguiden/feminism/harskarteknikerna-8544
http://www.tjejjouren.se/tjejguiden/feminism/harskarteknikerna-8544
http://www.jamstallt.se/docs/ENSU%20bekraftartekniker.pdf
http://www.jamstallt.se/docs/ENSU%20bekraftartekniker.pdf
http://www.osce.org/odihr/120877?download=true
http://www.osce.org/odihr/120877?download=true
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through sponsoring amendments, as well as to pre-
pare and support legislation that has a directly gen-
der-related remit. They also conduct consultation 
and research to produce proactive reports aimed at 
influencing future legislation (e.g. by getting issues 
onto the government agenda or have them taken 
up as a Private Members’ Bill). Both delegations 
have played a crucial role in safeguarding and ex-
tending gender parity in politics.

Political tools and advocacy

Delegation for Women’s Rights France

Changing discriminatory party practice The Netherlands

Delegation for Women’s Rights France

Delegation for Women’s Rights and Equal Opportunities 
for Women and Men

France — 1999–2015
Parliamentary delegations keep gender on the agenda

Summary

Both houses of the French parliament — the National Assembly and the Senate — have had a ‘Dele-
gation for Women’s Rights and Equal Opportunities for Women and Men’ since 1999, with the objec-
tive that they complement each other. Their function is to mainstream gender throughout the legisla-
tive process. They are cross-party bodies, each has 36 members, among them both women and men. 
The delegations can scrutinise proposed legislation and monitor implementation. They also conduct 
consultation and research to produce proactive reports aiming to influence future legislation.

The delegation in the Assembly has drafted at least six reports on different aspects of the French 
electoral system and has been instrumental in introducing certain new measures — for example, the 
use of ‘twinning’ in the recent regional elections.

Both delegations have played a crucial role in safeguarding and extending gender parity in politics.

In 1999, the Delegations for Women’s Rights and 
Equal Opportunities between Women and Men 
(in the General Assembly and the Senate) were es-
tablished with the aim of creating a parliamentary 
body to implement gender mainstreaming across 
the legislative process. The delegations can scruti-
nise proposed legislation and monitor implemen-
tation. Their purpose is to revise legislation where 
the gender repercussions had been overlooked, 
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Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It is innovative in combining gender-equality policy developments with monitoring of gender 
parity legislation.

ü It helps to put certain issues on the agenda and to stop others from falling off (such as gender 
parity).

ü It monitors the implementation of policies and highlights negative outcomes for women (e.g. in 
reports).

ü It provides a formal arena within parliament devoted to promoting women’s rights.

ü It established a network linked to powerful actors and empowers members in their parliamentary 
work.

Two delegations on women’s rights

The women’s delegations in the two houses of the 
French parliament (the General Assembly and the 
Senate) were established in 1999 as part of the in-
troduction of gender parity legislation. Their func-
tion is to mainstream gender equality throughout 
the legislative process, to ensure the successful 
implementation of the gender parity legislation, to 
ensure good outcomes for women in all aspects of 
decision-making, and to raise awareness of policy 
areas particularly concerning women in France and 
abroad and to get them onto the political agen-
da. Members also sit on standing committees and 
those members often use their committee roles to 
enhance the work of the delegations. They can also 
use Private Members’ Bills to initiate legislation pro-
posed by the delegations.

Both delegations were intended to introduce an 
element of gender mainstreaming into the French 
parliament. They are composed of members of the 
respective chambers of parliament from across 
the parties and include both sexes, even though 
the great majority are women (26/36 members 
in the Senate and 30/36 members in the National 
Assembly).

Making a difference

The delegations can scrutinise proposed legislation 
and monitor its implementation. Delegations can 
take control of bills in order to issue recommenda-
tions before they are adopted. Their purpose is to 
revise legislation where gender-related repercus-
sions have been overlooked, through sponsoring 
amendments, as well as to prepare and support 
legislation that has a directly gender-related remit. 
They also conduct consultation and research on 
their own initiative, and produce reports to influ-
ence future legislation by getting issues onto the 
government agenda or having them taken up as 
a Private Members’ Bill. In recent years, the balance 
between new legislative input and the monitoring 
of existing measures has shifted towards the latter, 
largely because the delegations have now built up 
a range of measures that require monitoring. The 
delegations have extensive powers to call expert 
witnesses, obtain documents and question minis-
ters. Since their establishment the delegations have 
focused, among other things, on:

• parity in politics;
• gender pay and professional equality;
• women and pensions;
• violence against women.
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provide a formal arena within parliament devoted to 
promoting women’s rights. Both delegations have 
played a crucial role in safeguarding and extending 
gender parity in politics, and the reports they have 
published — together with the speaking time in the 
chamber that delegation members are entitled to 
when they present them — are key. The delegation 
in the Assembly has drafted at least six reports on 
different aspects of the French electoral system and 
has been instrumental in introducing certain new 
measures — for example, the use of ‘twinning’ in 
the recent regional elections — and has been very 
vocal in its opposition to previous measures that 
would have undermined gender parity.

Influence through networking

The delegations reinforce the influence of a gender 
equality perspective in the state administration. They 
also work closely with other gender parity mecha-
nisms — particularly when they issue evaluations 
and recommendations of public policies and pend-
ing legislation. The presidents of the women’s dele-
gations in the National Assembly, the Senate and the 
Economic, Social and Environmental Council all have 
automatic membership of the Haut Conseil à l’Egalité 
entre les Femmes et les Hommes (HCEfh), which was 
set up to stimulate public debate on gender equal-
ity. The HCEfh has a more neutral research function 
and the delegations have a more political function 
focused on revising and introducing legislation.

The cooperation between the Haut Conseil and 
the delegation in the Assembly is particularly close 
and was a vital component in the early days. The 
fact that many people transfer between these two 
bodies is indicative of this link. Since the HCEfh is at-
tached to the executive, and the delegation is root-
ed in the legislature, they have on several occasions 
worked hand in hand. This comes about as a result 
of effective networking.

One of the strengths of the delegations, therefore, 
lies in their ability to network with powerful actors 
and to empower their members in their parliamen-
tary work.

The working methods have included: preparation 
of reports commenting on legislative proposals or 
draft legislation (e.g. on immigrant women, women 
in precarious situations, part-time employment and 
professional equality); elaboration of information 
and evaluation reports; and initiating or active par-
ticipation in hearings, public debates, international 
events, etc.

Since they were set up, the delegations have devel-
oped and intensified their activities. For example, 
if in the period 2002–2007 the Delegation of the 
National Assembly prepared two or three reports 
a year, in the period 2012–2014 it published, on aver-
age, six a year. This demonstrates that since their es-
tablishment the role of the delegations has become 
more prominent. Numerous proposals made by the 
delegations have been taken into account by the 
government. For example, recently in the context 
of the draft law for equality between women and 
men, an amendment allowing the introduction of 
specific measures to enable the Public Investment 
Bank (BPI) to support women entrepreneurs, initiat-
ed by the members of the delegation and present-
ed by its president, was taken on board. The same 
applies to the draft law on the adaptation of society 
to an ageing population. In this case, the recom-
mendations of the delegation on raising awareness 
of violence against older persons, in particular older 
women, and on developing gendered data collec-
tion to improve the information available to parlia-
ment were adopted (21).

The two delegations aim to complement each oth-
er to maximise their effectiveness, and often publish 
reports on the same subjects — which is inevitable 
as bills are passed back and forth between the two 
houses during debate. Regarding monitoring and 
proactive research on issues that are not (yet) on the 
legislative agenda, they are also complementary, of-
ten examining different aspects of a given issue. The 
delegations have helped to get certain issues onto 
the agenda, to stop others (such as gender parity) 
from falling off before they are resolved, to monitor 
the implementation of policies and highlight where 
outcomes have been negative for women, and to 

21 http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/rap-info/i2694.asp
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Contact:

Claire Schmitt
Assistant to Catherine Coutelle, president
Délégation aux droits des femmes et à l’égalité des 
chances entre les hommes et les femmes (Delega-
tion for Women’s Rights and Equal Opportunities 
for Women and Men)
126 rue de l’Université
75355 Paris cedex 07 SP
France
+33 1 40 63 57 61
delegation.femmes@assemblee-nationale.fr

Further information:

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/commissions/
delf-index.asp;

http://www.senat.fr/commission/femmes/;

Rapport d’information sur l’activité de la  
délégation de l’Assemblée nationale en 2014:  
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/rap-info/
i2694.asp.

mailto:delegation.femmes@assemblee-nationale.fr
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/commissions/delf-index.asp
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/commissions/delf-index.asp
http://www.senat.fr/commission/femmes/
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/rap-info/i2694.asp
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/rap-info/i2694.asp
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case highlights the need to remove obstacles to 
women’s political participation and could also be 
replicated for the application of positive measures.

Condemnation at the United Nations

Until recently, one Dutch political party stood out 
from the rest. The SGP (Staatkundig Gereformeerde 
Partij or Reformed Political Party) was unique in 
that, based on its interpretation of the Bible, it pro-
hibited women from standing for political office. 
The party held obstinately to this principle despite 
high-level criticism: at its 2001 session, the United 
Nations Committee on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) made it 
clear that the policy conflicted with Article 7 of the 
CEDAW convention, which the Netherlands signed 
in 1980. CEDAW recommended that the Nether-
lands take action to correct this situation.

‘The Committee notes with concern that in the 
Netherlands there is a political party represented in the 
parliament which excludes women from membership 
which is a violation of article 7c of the Convention. 

Reformed Political Party (SGP)

Netherlands — 2001–2014
Advocacy for the right to stand for election

Summary

Until 2013, the SGP (Staatkundig Gereformeerde Partij or Reformed Political Party) was unique among 
Dutch political parties in that, based on its interpretation of the Bible, it prohibited women from stand-
ing for political office. The party regards women bearing government or legislative responsibility to 
be at odds with the biblical vocation of women. Despite condemnation from women’s organisations, 
the Dutch state was reluctant to intervene, stating a clash of fundamental rights: non-discrimination 
versus religious freedom. This prompted a number of women’s organisations to take action and to 
contest this in court. After a seven-year legal battle involving four court cases, in 2012 the European 
Court of Human Rights agreed with the ruling of the Dutch Supreme Court that the SGP’s position 
was discriminatory and unacceptable regardless of the religious conviction on which it was based. The 
SGP changed its rules in 2013 and in March 2014 its first woman councillor was elected in Vlissingen.

The Dutch SGP is an ultra-conservative, faith-based 
political party that did not allow women to be elect-
ed to political functions. The Dutch government was 
indecisive in taking action as it was qualifying the 
situation as a clash of fundamental rights: non-dis-
crimination versus religious freedom and freedom of 
association. Thus, several women’s associations took 
legal action against the Dutch state. The multistep 
court procedure, involving several appeals including 
one to the European Court of Human Rights, led in 
2012 to the final decision, that the SGP cannot ex-
clude women. Following the legal procedure, the 
SGP executive council changed its general regula-
tions such that in the nomination of candidates for 
elections (at all levels) the sex of candidates cannot 
abrogate the candidate’s right to run. In March 2014, 
in the municipality of Vlissingen, the first female can-
didate was included on the list of candidates from 
the SGP and was elected as a councillor.

This example demonstrates the importance of civil 
society in challenging women’s exclusion from pol-
itics. The initiative was vital in addressing non-dis-
crimination and equal treatment, which are funda-
mental to women’s representation in politics. The 
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Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü It proves that action against discriminatory rules and practices can lead to change.

ü It demonstrates that the determination and commitment of Women’s Associations is essential for change.

ü It highlights the need to remove obstacles that still exist within political parties to exclude women 
from political participation. 

The Committee recommends that the State party take 
urgent measure to address this situation, including 
through the adoption of legislation that brings the 
membership of political parties into conformity with 
the obligations under article 7’ (22)

Dutch state reluctant to act

Nevertheless, the Dutch state declined to take any 
action against the SGP, and continued to subsidise it 
as it had done since 1999. The state’s reasoning was 
that Dutch law was in accordance with the conven-
tion, so did not need changing. Equally the cabinet 
did not want to move against the SGP since it be-
lieved that what was at stake was a clash of differ-
ent fundamental rights: non-discrimination versus 
religious freedom and freedom of association. The 
government refused to ban or penalise the party 
and held that the law was already strong enough to 
deal with any discrimination by the SGP. This reac-
tion received a lot of criticism. The rejection of the 
CEDAW’s recommendation was seen as undermin-
ing the international legal order. It is not the Nether-
lands but CEDAW that supervises the interpretation 
of and compliance with the convention.

First protests against SGP discrimination

The individual complaints about SGP practice start-
ed in the 80s and 90s and played an important role 
in challenging the party’s position, although these 
‘horizontal’ allegations of discrimination had legally 
failed and did not lead to real changes. In the 80s one 
woman with a reformed background Mrs Grabijn-Van 

22 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/cedaw25/
TheNetherlands_Final.htm

Putten had threatened to take the party to court if 
she did not receive voting rights for a party assembly, 
declaring the party’s position to be unconstitutional. 
After many years of disputes in 2001 she brought her 
case to the Equal Treatment Commission, which de-
clared this case to be outside its jurisdiction.

In 1993, several women from Deventer reported dis-
crimination by the SGP to the police but no further 
action was taken. The same holds true for an appeal 
of a woman in 1995 concerning the party’s refusal 
to register her as a member on the grounds that 
she did not endorse the party’s foundations. This 
appeal was lost, the District Court of The Hague 
ruled that while the SGP did discriminate it did not 
do so in a criminal manner.

More organised and concerted action was needed 
to challenge women’s exclusion and bring about 
change. Dutch human rights NGOs and women’s 
rights associations took the next step, triggered by 
the government’s refusal to implement the recom-
mendations of CEDAW Committee.

Women’s rights associations: 
seven years of court cases

Faced with this stalemate, a number of women’s 
associations started legal action against the Dutch 
state. They comprised 10 of the country’s most no-
table human and women’s rights organisations and 
were led by the Clara Wichmann Test Case Foun-
dation (Stichting Proefprocessenfonds Clara Wich-
mann), which exists specifically to support legal ac-
tion to improve the legal position of Dutch women. 
Among others were the Netherlands Association 
for Women’s Interests, Women’s Labour and Equal 
Citizenship, the Women’s Network Association and 
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within this political party. The state again appealed 
these decisions on the same legal grounds as it had 
stated in its reaction to CEDAW’s recommendations. 
On 9 April 2010 the Supreme Court ruled against 
the state’s appeal, saying that the state cannot tol-
erate discrimination against women and should 
take action against the SGP.

In reaction, the SGP filed a complaint at the Europe-
an Court of Human Rights, claiming that it should 
have the freedom to act according to its principles. 
But on 10 July 2012 the European Court of Human 
Rights took the decision that, even given its princi-
ples, the SGP could not exclude women. The Court 
judged the complaint to be inadmissible because 
of it being manifestly ill-founded.

The party changes its rules

At last, in 2013, the SGP acted on the Dutch Supreme 
Court and European Court of Human Rights rulings. 
The SGP executive council amended the party’s gen-
eral regulations so that, in the nomination of candi-
dates for elections to a city council, the States-Provin-
cial, the House of Representatives, the Senate or the 
European Parliament, candidates cannot be debarred 
from standing because of their sex. This change took 
effect on 1 April 2013 and, in concrete terms, meant 
that henceforth women from the SGP could stand as 
candidates for their party. With this decision, which 
was followed by an exchange of letters with the cab-
inet and discussions with the executive council of the 
SGP, the candidate nomination procedure of the SGP 
was brought into line with the law as stipulated by the 
Supreme Court. This removed the need for the state 
to take any further measures.

In March 2014 in the municipality of Vlissingen, the 
first female candidate (Lilian Janse) was included on 
the list of candidates from the SGP in the position 
of party leader, and was duly elected as a councillor.

Advocacy for change

This example demonstrates the importance of civ-
il society in challenging women’s exclusion from 

the Netherlands section of the International Com-
mission of Jurists. In their appeal the associations 
stated that the SGP violated the fundamental right 
to equal treatment of men and women and the fun-
damental right of women to political participation 
and thus violated society’s general interest in the 
elimination of discrimination. The NGOs presented 
the practices of the SGP as a violation of the right to 
non-discrimination of all Dutch women.

A decision of the Regional Court in September 
2005 established that excluding women from par-
ty membership was in violation of the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) and concluded that the 
state had acted unlawfully by subsidising the SGP 
and the public funding to the SGP should be sus-
pended. That would have cost the party about EUR 
800 000 a year as in the Netherlands political parties 
receive funds from the state which are distributed 
based on three criteria: a fixed amount is distributed 
to all parties represented in parliament; additional 
funds are distributed depending on the number of 
seats obtained; and a further amount is distributed 
in proportion to the number of contributing party 
members. The state appealed this decision.

Under this pressure in 2006 the SGP amended its 
principles to enable women to become members 
of the party and from 2007 the party admitted 
women members, though still without allowing 
them to stand for election to public office. But the 
plaintiffs had also demanded that the SGP should 
change its statutes so that women could be elected 
to office. They were not initially successful on this 
point but appealed this decision.

The appeal court ruled on 20 December 2007 that 
the Dutch state should take action against the SGP, 
as women should be eligible to stand for election 
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Further information:

YouTube videos: http://www.clara-wichmann.nl/
proefprocessen/2002/sgp-zaak;

SGP — Staatkundig Gereformeerde Partij (Re-
formed Political Party): https://www.sgp.nl/;

Court rulings: http://www.clara-wichmann.nl/
proefprocessen/2002/sgp-zaak;

CEDAW country reports: http://www.un.org/wom-
enwatch/daw/cedaw/reports.htm;

Europen Court of Human Rights. Decision. Appli-
cation no. 58369/10. Staatkungig Gereformeerde 
Partij against the Netherlands. 10 July 2012;

Jaco van den Brink and Hans-Martien ten Napel 
(2013) The Dutch Political Reformed Party (SGP) and 
Passive Female Suffrage: A Comparison of Three High 
Court Judgments From the Viewpoint of Democratic 
Theory. In: Utrecht Journal of International and Euro-
pean Law -Merkourios 2013, Volume 29/Issue 77;

Oomen, Barbara M., Guijt, Joost and Ploeg Matthi-
as (2010). ‘CEDAW, the Bible and the State of the 
Netherlands: the struggle over orthodox women’s 
political participation and their responses’ In: 
Utrecht Law Review. Volume 6, Issue 2 (June) 2010, 
https://www.utrechtlawreview.org/index.php/ulr/
article/viewFile/129/129;

https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/2012/01/ 
30/analysis-judging-the-european-court-of-hu-
man-rights/.

politics. For a long time the discriminatory actions of 
SGP went relatively uncontested. But during the past 
decade several women’s rights and human rights 
groups took legal steps to challenge both: the SGP 
party rule of excluding women and the state subsidy 
to the SGP on the grounds that they discriminated 
against women in violation of international law. The 
women’s rights organisations aimed to force the 
state to put an end to discriminatory practice. The 
lengthy legal battle got a lot of public attention, in-
tensified discussions on the issue, opened up the par-
ty membership to women, and finally resulted in the 
change of party rules allowing women to be election 
candidates.

The overturning of the SGP’s discriminatory selection 
procedure was entirely due to the persistence and 
commitment of a group of women’s associations which 
had pursued the case doggedly through the courts 
since 2005. This legal success shows that determined 
advocacy of women’s rights can have very concrete re-
sults, even when faced with official intransigence.

The initiative was vital in addressing non-discrimina-
tion and equal treatment, which are fundamental to 
women’s representation in politics. The case high-
lights the need to remove obstacles to women’s po-
litical participation.

Contact:

mr. dr. Anniek de Ruijter,
Clara Wichmann Fonds
info@clara-wichmann.nl

http://www.clara-wichmann.nl/proefprocessen/2002/sgp-zaak
http://www.clara-wichmann.nl/proefprocessen/2002/sgp-zaak
https://www.sgp.nl/
http://www.clara-wichmann.nl/proefprocessen/2002/sgp-zaak
http://www.clara-wichmann.nl/proefprocessen/2002/sgp-zaak
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/reports.htm
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/reports.htm
https://www.utrechtlawreview.org/index.php/ulr/article/viewFile/129/129
https://www.utrechtlawreview.org/index.php/ulr/article/viewFile/129/129
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/2012/01/30/analysis-judging-the-european-court-of-human-rights/
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/2012/01/30/analysis-judging-the-european-court-of-human-rights/
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/2012/01/30/analysis-judging-the-european-court-of-human-rights/
mailto:info@clara-wichmann.nl
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electoral lists will not be approved unless they fulfil 
the quota requirements. It also reflects an overall 
steady increase of women elected. The introduc-
tion of the quota legislation was facilitated by the 
fact that it did not require constitutional reform. 
Also there is a strong support from civil society 
and public opinion. It is a transferable model and 
shows the importance of effective implementation 
mechanisms.

Mandatory Women’s Quota of 40 %

Spain — 2007–2015
Electoral quotas that work

Summary

In 2007, Spain adopted a law that obliges political parties to allocate at least 40% of the places on 
their list of candidates to women at every election. Two features are crucial to its effectiveness: firstly, 
the measure incorporates effective sanctions — non-compliant lists are disallowed. Secondly, it is 
structured to prevent women from being systematically allocated unwinnable places at the bottom 
of the list, since the 40 % quota applies not only to the list as a whole but also to each group of five 
candidates.

The law has led to a steady increase in the number of women elected and, interestingly, not only 
in the case of the socialist PSOE but also the conservative People’s Party (PP), which had previously 
opposed quotas.

Why does this represent a good practice and how does it advance women in politics?

ü The measure is innovative and the design well thought-out.

ü It has an effective implementation mechanism which includes sanctions for non-compliance: re-
jection of lists that do not comply with the quota.

ü It ensures that women will enter electoral bodies: 40/60 provision has to be respected not only 
in electoral lists as a whole but also every five positions within each list. Thus female candidates 
cannot be placed only in unwinnable positions at the end of the list.

ü The mandatory quota was in line with public opinion and supported by civil society.

ü The quota system resulted in a steady increase in women’s presence among elected politicians.

ü The model is relevant for other countries and transferable.

This is a comprehensive example of mandatory 
election quotas introduced in Spain in 2007. The 
quotas aim to promote balanced participation by 
women and men (40 % minimum and 60 % max-
imum for each gender) in all areas of economic, 
social and political decision-making. It represents 
good practice in the design of quota legislation, 
including the introduction of a ‘zipper system’ and 
having effective sanctions in place on the basis that 
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The two main political parties have somewhat differ-
ent gender profiles: after the 2004 general election 
43 % of MPs representing the Spanish Socialist Work-
ers’ Party (Partido Socialista Obrero Español, PSOE) 
were women, while the share for the conservative 
People’s Party (Partido Popular, PP) was only 30 %.

The steady increase in the number of women elect-
ed between the late 1980s and the introduction of 
the mandatory women’s quota in 2007 was due to 
the left-wing parties adopting women’s quotas vol-
untarily. For instance, the centre-left PSOE adopted 
a 25 % women’s quota in 1988 and raised it to 40 % 
in 1997. In 2001, the party submitted a bill to reform 
the 1985 General Electoral Act. Their first proposal 
was debated and rejected but it paved the way for 
subsequent reforms and pushed other parties and 
regions to take steps to increase women’s partici-
pation. In June 2002, the regional parliaments of 
Balearic Islands and Castile-La Mancha, made zip-
ping mandatory in lists for regional elections. At 
that time, left-wing parties had the majority of seats 
in both chambers of parliament.

The successful lobbying for quota reforms by the 
PSOE Women’s Committee as well as feminist so-
cial mobilisation played a crucial role in the whole 
process of statuary quota adoption. Women’s 

A good previous record

In Spain, even before the adoption in 2007 of 
a mandatory quota of 40 % women in electoral 
lists in all elections, the number of women politi-
cal decision-makers was comparatively high. The 
graph below illustrates this point: after the 2004 
general elections, women accounted for 36 % of 
members of the Congress of Deputies, which is the 
lower chamber of parliament. Members of the Con-
gress of Deputies are elected by proportional rep-
resentation under the d’Hondt system with closed 
and blocked lists. Thus, voters can (effectively) only 
vote for a political party as a whole and have no 
influence on the order in which party candidates 
are elected.

The Congress of Deputies is made up of 350 seats, 
divided among 52 constituencies — the 50 prov-
inces plus the two North African territories of Ceuta 
and Melilla — with the number of seats per constit-
uency ranging from one in Ceuta and Melilla to 31 
in Barcelona and 34 in Madrid. A threshold of 3 % 
applies in each of the 52 constituencies, rather than 
across the whole country. These characteristics 
mean that the electoral system tends to favour big 
parties and parties with geographically concentrat-
ed support.
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mandates parties to incorporate in all electoral lists 
no fewer than 40 % and no more than 60 % of can-
didates of each gender. This proportion has to be 
respected within each successive five positions on 
each list. This mandate is in effect a 40 % women’s 
quota. The law, passed under the rule of the cen-
tre-left PSOE, has several strong points:

First, the law establishes effective sanctions since 
electoral authorities withdraw electoral lists that do 
not fulfil the requirement of the quota.

Second, the measure is designed to prevent abuse 
by political parties as the 40/60 proportion must be 
respected not only in electoral lists as a whole but 
also in every five positions within each list. This re-
quirement prevents parties from indulging in bad 
practices such as relegating the 40 % of female candi-
dates to the bottom of the list, thereby placing many 
of them in unwinnable positions. This is particularly 
important in proportional election systems, as it is 
the case in Spain, with closed and blocked party lists.

Third, the adoption of the law did not require 
a change to be made to the constitution, which 
would have been a complicated process.

Fourth, the quota was in line with public opinion. 
Before its adoption, 58 % of adult men and 75 % of 
adult women in Spain supported mandatory wom-
en’s quotas for all political parties (24).

Finally, the quota contributed to an increase in 
women’s presence among PP representatives, even 
though the party had vehemently opposed quotas. 
As the graph above shows, in 2004 — before the 
adoption of the measure — women accounted for 
28 % of PP members of the Congress of Deputies. 
This percentage increased after the adoption of the 
quota to 30 % in 2008 and 36 % in 2011. Moreover, 
the quota has prevented any subsequent decline in 
women’s access to political decision-making (25).

24 Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas. 2006. Study number 
2,636 (March). www.cis.es (accessed 22 October 2014), March 
2006 data.

25 PSOE (as well as the other left-wing parties United Left and Po-
demos) used zipping in the 2015 elections, whereby women 
and men alternate throughout the list.

Committees, usually established at the highest par-
ty level, often send representatives to party organs 
that prepare electoral lists. Academic literature ex-
plicitly refers to cases where these representatives 
are key to making sure that party lists fulfil quota 
requirements and that a significant proportion of 
women is placed in winnable positions (23).

Political parties are gatekeepers in political deci-
sion-making. In electoral systems which are pro-
portional and have closed and blocked lists such as 
the Spanish system (with the exception of elections 
for the upper house or Senate), parties prepare lists 
that voters choose in elections. Within parties, it is 
thus important that those supporting female inclu-
sion are present at the highest organisational levels 
to advance the cause of increasing women’s pres-
ence in political decision-making.

Quotas adopted by left-wing parties also produced 
a contagion effect in the conservative PP, which ve-
hemently opposed quotas of any type. Particularly 
after the adoption of the Electoral Law the distance 
between the PSOE and the PP regarding women 
candidates narrowed considerably.

Five good practice features

Among other provisions, the Spanish gender 
equality law (organic law 3/2007 of 22 March 2007) 

23 See for instance: Jenson, J. and Valiente, C. 2003: Comparing Two 
Movements for Gender Parity. In L. Banaszak, K. Beckwith and 
D. Rucht (eds), Women’s Movements Facing the Reconfigured 
State, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 69-93.

http://www.cis.es
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Contact:

In Spain, the main academic expert on women’s 
quotas is:
Tània Verge
Associate Professor, Department of Political and 
Social Sciences
Universitat Pompeu Fabra
Ramon Trias Fargas 25-27
08005 Barcelona
Spain
+34 93 542 28 36
tania.verge@upf.edu

Another academic expert on the topic is:
Emanuela Lombardo
Associate Professor
Department of Political Science and 
Administration II
Universidad Complutense de Madrid
Campus de Somosaguas
28223 Madrid
Spain
+34 91 394 26 24
elombardo@cps.ucm.es

Further information:

Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas. 2006. 
Study number 2,636 (March). www.cis.es  
(accessed 22 October 2014);

Instituto de la Mujer (Women’s Institute),  
Mujeres en cifras (Women in Numbers), 2014,  
www.inmujer.gob.es;

Kenny, Meryl, and Tània Verge, ‘Decentralization, 
political parties, and women’s representation: Evi-
dence from Spain and Britain.’ Publius: The Journal 
of Federalism 43 (1), 2013, pp. 109-128;

Valiente, Celia. 2012. ‘Women in parliament: The 
effectiveness of quotas.’ In: Women and legislative 
representation: Electoral systems, political parties, and 
sex quotas. Ed.: Manon Tremblay, 129-139.  
Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan;

An effective measure

There is strong evidence that the design of quotas 
is important for allowing women to get into politi-
cal office. Elements such as effective sanctions and 
a ‘zipper’ system built into the Spanish quota model 
clearly contributed to its success. Over recent dec-
ades Spain has become (and remains) one of those 
Member States with the highest proportion of fe-
male politicians. Only Sweden and Finland currently 
have a slightly higher percentage of women among 
MPs — 43.6 % and 41.5 % respectively. Also at region-
al and municipal levels the political representation 
of women increased considerably which can be at-
tributed partially to the electoral quotas as the Law 
applies to all elections including regional and local.

The quota measure aimed to increase the share of 
women among elected political decision-makers 
(in all elections) to at least 40 %, and scholars have 
given its implementation a generally positive evalua-
tion (26). Its application is monitored by the electoral 
authorities who verify before every election that all 
lists comply with the 40 % quota.

As shown above, two key factors enabled the 
measure to achieve its target: credible sanctions for 
non-compliance (rejection of lists that did not com-
ply with the quota) and careful design of the meas-
ure (the 40/60 proportion has to be respected within 
every five positions in each list). Factors that facilitat-
ed its approval were that constitutional reform was 
not necessary and that there was a strong feminist 
movement led by the parties’ women’s sections 
which were successfully advocating parity, thus influ-
encing public opinion which became favourable to 
mandatory electoral women’s quotas.

26 Kenny, Meryl, and Tània Verge, Decentralization, political parties, 
and women’s representation: Evidence from Spain and Britain. 
Publius: The Journal of Federalism 43 (1), 2013, pp. 109-128; Valiente, 
Celia, Women in parliament: The effectiveness of quotas, Women 
and legislative representation: Electoral systems, political parties, and 
sex quotas, 2012, pp. 129-139; Verge, Tània, Institutionalizing gender 
equality in Spain: From party quotas to electoral gender quotas. 
West European Politics 35 (2) March 2012, pp. 395-414; Verge, Tània, 
Regulating gender equality in political office in Southern Europe: 
The cases of Greece, Portugal and Spain. Representation 49 (4), 2013, 
pp. 439-452; Verge, Tània, and María de la Fuente, Playing with dif-
ferent cards: Party politics, gender quotas and women’s empower-
ment. International Political Science Review 35 (1), 2014, pp. 67-79.

mailto:tania.verge@upf.edu
mailto:elombardo@cps.ucm.es
http://www.cis.es
http://www.inmujer.gob.es
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Verge, Tània, ‘Regulating gender equality in politi-
cal office in Southern Europe: The cases of Greece, 
Portugal and Spain.’ Representation 49 (4), 2013, 
pp. 439-452;

Verge, Tània, ‘Institutionalizing gender equality in 
Spain: From party quotas to electoral gender quotas.’ 
West European Politics 35 (2) March 2012, pp. 395-414;

Verge, Tània, and María de la Fuente, ‘Playing with 
different cards: Party politics, gender quotas and 
women’s empowerment.’ International Political 
Science Review 35 (1), 2014, pp. 67-79;

Lombardo, Emanuela. 2009. ‘Spanish policy on 
gender equality: relevant current legislation and 
policies’. Note. Document requested by the Euro-
pean Parliament’s Committee on Women’s Rights 
and Gender Equality. http://www.europarl.europa.
eu/document/activities/cont/201107/20110720AT-
T24572/20110720ATT24572EN.pdf;

Alnevall, Christina. 2011. Case Study Spain: Success 
and obstacles on the path to parity democracy. In: 
Electoral Gender Quota Systems and their implemen‑
tation in Europe. Study Document requested by the 

European Parliament’s Committee on Women’s 
Rights and Gender Equality. https://www.ndi.org/
files/Electoral %20Gender %20Quota %20Sys-
tems %20and %20Implem_Europe.pdf;

Verge, Tània, Espírito-Santo, Ana. 2014. ‘Interactions 
between party and statutory quotas: Gendered po-
litical recruitment after quota adoption in Portugal 
and Spain’. Paper presented at the 2014 ECPR Joint 
Sessions of Workshops, Salamanca, 10-15 April 2014. 
http://www.ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperPropos-
al/60b2708b-9b1e-4908-8fbe-160abff86ce6.pdf;

Verge, Tània & Ana Espírito-Santo (2016), ‘Interac-
tions between Party and Legislative Quotas: Candi-
date Selection and Quota Compliance in Portugal 
and Spain’, Government and Opposition 51 (3) (in 
press);

quotaProject: Global Database of Quotas for 
Women. IDEA, IPU, Department of Political at 
Stockkholm University http://www.quotaproject.
org/aboutProject.cfm;

Image: Spanish parliament in Madrid. Reuters/Che-
ma Moya.

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201107/20110720ATT24572/20110720ATT24572EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201107/20110720ATT24572/20110720ATT24572EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201107/20110720ATT24572/20110720ATT24572EN.pdf
https://www.ndi.org/files/Electoral%20Gender%20Quota%20Systems%20and%20Implem_Europe.pdf
https://www.ndi.org/files/Electoral%20Gender%20Quota%20Systems%20and%20Implem_Europe.pdf
https://www.ndi.org/files/Electoral%20Gender%20Quota%20Systems%20and%20Implem_Europe.pdf
http://www.ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperProposal/60b2708b-9b1e-4908-8fbe-160abff86ce6.pdf
http://www.ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperProposal/60b2708b-9b1e-4908-8fbe-160abff86ce6.pdf
http://www.quotaproject.org/aboutProject.cfm
http://www.quotaproject.org/aboutProject.cfm
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