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Women's participation in politics has increased significantly in the past 25
years. Some key indications of this progress include the overall percentage
of women in parliaments and the number of women being elected or ap-
pointed as heads of state and government. A recent Inter-Parliamentary
Union (IPU) report! has observed that globally the percentage of seats held
by women in lower and single houses of parliament increased from 11.6
percent in 1995 to 24.9 percent in 2020. Similarly, the share of women as
speakers of parliament has nearly doubled from 10.5 to 20.5 percentin the
last couple of decades. Likewise, more and more female presidents and
prime ministers have entered office. Between 1960 and 2017, 114 different
women have governed 74 countries.2 And almost 40 percent of countries
where women have come to power have experienced the rise of two differ-
ent female leaders (i.e., Finland, Bangladesh, and New Zealand).

However, it is worth noting that the advancement of women's partici-
pation in the political decision-making process is not growing at the same
pace for all countries. Some regions continue to have lower or single par-
liamentary chambers with less than 5 percent women: three in the Pacific,
three in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, and one each in
the Americas, Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa. The growth of women'’s par-
liamentary representation in Asia, for example, is the slowest compared
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to any other region in the world,® from 13.2% in 1995 to 20% in 2020.
Meanwhile, Asia’s share of global GDP has soared within the last 50 years,
from 12% of global GDP in the 1960s to 31% in 2015. Gender inequality in
political institutions also differs significantly among Asian countries.

In 1995, European countries dominated the top-10 list of lower and
single houses of parliament with the highest women's participation. But
in 2020, the chart is a more diverse list with five countries in the Americas,
two in sub-Saharan Africa, and one in the MENA region.* Furthermore,
women have yet to crack the executive ceiling, as 61 percent of coun-
tries throughout the world have never elected or appointed a female as
president or prime minister. These countries include the most high-profile
nations, such as Japan, the United States, and Russia.

The lack of women'’s participation in politics has multiple consequenc-
es. Haque® suggests that the underrepresentation of women increases
the risk of causing a legitimacy crisis for the government. It is also seen
as wastage of women'’s potential given the better education attainment
among women nowadays. Others argue from a substantive representa-
tion perspective that female politicians bring forth improvement in the
standards of parliamentary behaviour and responsiveness to women in
the community.® Consequently, this representation of interest is a pivotal
aspect in every attempt to improve the quality of democracy.

This book provides an excellent update as to how women'’s status in
politics has been improving since the 1990s. Each chapter discusses the
challenges and opportunities to equal representation based on regional
trends, ranging from Asia to Europe. And while there is no “silver bullet” as
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a strategy to end gender disparity in politics, readers of political represen-
tation could still gain important takeaways from these observations. The
introductory chapter aims to unpack the role of women in politics and the
opportunities of female leadership. It argues that women'’s leadership in
politics is positively affecting society, especially after women leaders have
been seen to be more successful than their male counterparts at mitigat-
ing the current COVID-19 crisis.’

While most scholars agree that the introduction of gender quotas in
politics has increased women'’s representation worldwide,® the results of
this institutional approach are not guaranteed. Furthermore, elected fe-
male MPs are also often under double scrutiny for their political dynastic
background,® as their participation in politics is merely seen as an exten-
sion of male politicians’ interests.'® Thus, the last section in this chapter
will elaborate on some potential strategies to improve women's influence
in the decision-making processes that will ensure policies become more
responsive to women's interests and concerns.
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Women'’s Role in Politics and Policy Making

During most of the nineteenth century, the right to vote was confined to
adult men who owned property, earned some minimum level of income,
or paid some amount of taxes. Women'’s access to politics and policy
making were very limited as they were unable to cast their vote or to get
nominated for elective office. It was not until Liberia in 1839 and Greece in
1844, that the right to vote for all adult males was granted."” The legal right
to participate in politics and policy making on an equal basis with men is
the first step in achieving equal representation. Based on this principle,
women across the globe were pursuing their legal right to vote and to
stand in elections. This right is also known as women'’s universal suffrage.

Feminist scholar Marian Sawer argues that representation matters."?
Yet, women'’s political representation has multiple meanings that often
drive ambiguity, indicating that the presence of women will also serve
the goal of representation of women as a collective group. She elaborates
that the term political representation can refer to at least three different
meanings: (1) representation of interests, ideas or values, perspective,
and experiences, (2) representativeness, which includes effects on as-
pirations and on the status of a group, and (3) equal right to represent,
to participate in decision-making, and to increase the pool of talent. The
right of women to participate in public life on an equal basis with men is
regulated in Article 7 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). This right does not oblige women
to make a difference to public life, it is simply allowing women to be part of
the political process.
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Extensive research asserts that women's participation in politics has
increased dramatically over the past 100 years,” following the success of
the suffrage movements that took place in various countries around the
world. The movements resulted in New Zealand, in 1893, becoming the
first self-governing country to grant the vote to all adult women, followed
by Australia in 1901, Finland in 1907 and Norway in 1913." In 1907, Finland
became the first country to elect a female member of parliament.

In 1950, only half of the countries in the world had granted women
universal suffrage. However, as of today, parliaments are moving in the
direction of gender parity, with women holding 50 percent or more seats in
four countries: Rwanda, Cuba, Bolivia, and UAE." Studies demonstrate that
in the 1990s, women successfully politicised their absence from parliament
and challenged the legitimacy of men’s domination in the decision-making
processes.'® The strategies to increase women'’s presence in parliaments,
such as electoral gender quotas, were adopted as part of the implementa-
tion of the United Nations Beijing Platform for Action in 1995.

Women's role as speakers of parliament has also reached a record high
with an average of 20.5%."7 Since 2015, all parliaments in four regions have

3 Melanie M. Hughes and Pamela Paxton. 2008. “Continuous Change, Episodes, and Critical
Periods: A Framework for Understanding Women'’s Political Representation over Time.” Politics
& Gender 4 (2): 233-64. https://doi.org/10.1017/5S1743923X08000329; Pamela Paxton, Melanie
M. Hughes, and Matthew A. Painter. 2010. “Growth in Women's Political Representation: A
Longitudinal Exploration of Democracy, Electoral System and Gender Quotas.” European journal
of Political Research 49 (1): 25-52. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2009.01886.x.

4 Adam Przeworski. 2009. “Conquered or Granted? A History of Suffrage Extensions.” British
Journal of Political Science 39 (2): 291-321. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123408000434.

> IPU. 2020. “Women in Parliament: 1995-2020 - 25 Years in Review.” Inter-Parliamentary Union.
2020. https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reports/2020-03/women-in-parliament-1995-
2020-25-years-in-review.

6 Sarah Childs. 2013. “In the Absence of Electoral Sex Quotas: Regulating Political Parties for
Women'’s Representation.” Representations 49 (4): 401-23. https://doi.org/10.1080/00344893
.2013.850320; Sharyn G. Davies. 2005. “Women in Politics in Indonesia in the Decade Post-
Beijing.” International Social Science Journal 57 (184): 231-42. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
2451.2005.00547.x; Mona Lena Krook. 2006. “Gender Quotas, Norms, and Politics.” Politics &
Gender 2 (1): 110-18. https://doi.org/10.1017/51743923X06061010; Mona Lena Krook. 2009.
Quotas for Women in Politics: Gender and Candidate Selection Reform Worldwide. New York: Oxford
University Press.

7 1PU. 2020. “Women in Parliament: 1995-2020 - 25 Years in Review.” Inter-Parliamentary Union.
2020. https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reports/2020-03/women-in-parliament-1995-
2020-25-years-in-review.



38 Women, Policy and Political Leadership

appointed their first woman speaker, and Asia tops the list with five repre-
sentatives: Nepal, Viet Nam, Philippines, Indonesia and Kazakhstan. The
only region that has yet to have a female speaker is the Pacific. This condi-
tion reflects the fact that the Pacific is the only region with zero female
MPs in some countries, such as Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea (PNG).
Women's political role in parliament is also measured by leadership at the
committee level. IPU also reports that the gender gap remains an issue,
with women chairing 73% of gender equality committees and only 10% of
defence committees. In line with the global trend, a study on Indonesia
suggests that women continue to occupy feminine and less prestigious
committees regardless of party ideology.’®

Moreover, women's share in the executive branch has improved since
1960, when Sirimavo Bandaranaike first cracked through the glass ceiling
in Sri Lanka.” Alexander and Jalalzai's study* shows that up until February
2017, 114 women have served as executives in 74 countries: 49 presidents
and 65 prime ministers. As many as 26 of the 114 women served in the
capacities of “Acting” or “Provisional” leaders. This makes only 88 women
non-interim: 36 presidents and 52 prime ministers. As of 1 January 2020,
women comprise 6.6% of elected heads of state (10 out of 152) and 6.2%
of heads of government (12 out of 193) - the head of state and govern-
ment is the same in two countries: Bolivia and Switzerland.?' However, it is
important to highlight that more than half of female top executives are in
Europe, with nearly all governments in the Nordic countries being headed
by a woman, except Sweden. This condition indicates how difficult it is

'8 Ella Prihatini. 2019. “Explaining Gender Gaps in Indonesian Legislative Committees.”
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for women to climb the political ladder and to crack the executive glass
ceiling.??

Also, from the executive branch is women’s share in cabinet ministerial
positions. Overall, the proportion of women ministers is at an all-time high
at 21.3 per cent (851 out of 4,003), or 7.1% higher than in 2005.22 However,
men continue to dominate high prestige and masculine portfolios?* whilst
ministerial recruitment is often determined by informal rules.?> A prime
example for this is: there are only 25 female finance/budget ministers and
22 female defence ministers. On the other hand, women tend to oversee
family and social affairs, environment and energy portfolios - in what
some refer to as “pink” portfolios.2®

Effects of Women'’s Political Leadership

In her seminal book, Anne Phillips?” introduces the politics of presence the-
ory, which suggests that female politicians are best equipped to represent
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the interests of women; hence, descriptive representation will lead to sub-
stantive representation. Most studies argue that women in parliament do
make a difference, although the safest position is to say that empirical sup-
port for this conclusion is rather “mixed”.?® Some scholars find that women
are more likely to sponsor and vote for bills related to women'’s issues,?
are more effective as legislators,3® are more inclined to promote women'’s
autonomy,3 are more likely to mention the words “women” and “gender”
during hearings than male MPs,3? and display less interruption during
debates or hearings. Others suggest descriptive representation does not
always lead to a rise in substantive representation. In their comparative
study of legislative debates in seven European countries, Back and Debus
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assert that women are more underrepresented in legislative debates when
they represent parties with many female MPs.34

In terms of public policy, cross-national analyses have shown that
more female lawmakers in parliaments are associated with higher welfare
state spending,®® lesser infant death and better measles vaccination sta-
tus.®® Swiss et al. also assert that an increase in women'’s parliamentary
seats was followed by improved child health status, especially in develop-
ing countries.® Similarly, a study on 139 nations during 1995-2012 found
that gender quotas are associated with large increased government ex-
penditure toward public health.3®

Public health policy outcomes became the central interest of the
public with the spread of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). COVID-19 is the
infectious disease caused by the most recently discovered coronavirus.
This new virus and disease were unknown before the outbreak began in
Wuhan, China, in December 2019. As of 6 August 2020, there have been
more than 18 million confirmed cases of COVID-19, including 702,642
deaths.?®* The pandemic has gendered impact, which makes women
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Thies. 2006. “Welfare Works: Explaining Female Legislative Representation.” Politics & Gender 2 (2):
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experience double and often triple burden.*® A report published by the
United Nations suggests that women'’s lives are affected by the pandemic
disproportionately and differently from men.# ILO reports that women
globally comprise over 70% of workers in the health sector, including those
working in care institutions.#? In some countries, COVID-19 infections
among female health workers are twice that of their male counterparts.*
Women are confronting increases in domestic violence, care duties, unem-
ployment, and poverty. The closure of schools, daycare, and other public
facilities to control COVID-19 transmission in various countries might have
a differential effect on women, who provide care within families, which
will limit their work and economic opportunities. Experts further predict
that the longer-term impact of the pandemic will not be equal for men and
women; hence COVID-19 is throwing away decades of hard-won battles
both in terms of gender equality and women's economic rights.**
Experience from past outbreaks suggest the importance of incorpo-
rating women in response teams and plans to improve the effectiveness of
health interventions whilst promoting gender equity.* Despite these calls,
women continue to have low representation in COVID-19 national response

4 Helen Jaqueline McLaren, Karen Rosalind Wong, Kieu Nga Nguyen, and Komalee Nadeeka
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teams.*® One prime example of this absence of women'’s participation is
the White House Coronavirus Task Force where women only comprise 8.7%
of members. This percentage is staggeringly low compared to women'’s
share in the healthcare sector (80%) and in healthcare leadership positions
(11%).4” As a result, women'’s interests and concerns are far from being
met. A survey of 30 countries and their response plans suggests that only a
quarter of countries had made funding or policy commitments for gender-
based violence (GBV) and sexual and reproductive health (SRH) services,
or women-specific economic assistance. More than half (54%) of countries
have taken no action on GBY, despite clear evidence of the impact of the
crisis on these issues.

Despite the lack of representation, the media reports that a few female
state leaders are managing this pandemic in their respective countries
better than their male counterparts.® Women heads of government in
Denmark, Ethiopia, Finland, Germany, Iceland, New Zealand, and Slovakia,
for example, are being recognised for the strategic and rapid response
they are leading that includes lockdown, widespread testing, and social
distancing measures.

The empirical data further suggests that countries led by women had
1.6-times fewer deaths per capita and managed to “flatten the curve” more
effectively and faster than male-led governments.*® Female leaders are
also recognised for their transparent and compassionate communication

4 CARE. 2020. “Where Are the Women? The Conspicuous Absence of Women in COVID-19
Response Teams and Plans, and Why We Need Them.” https://insights.careinternational.org.uk/
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when disseminating their government'’s policies. This aspect of gender ste-
reotype and political communication during the COVID-19 pandemic has
been identified as an interesting development by Johnson and Williams.>®
They argue that the pandemic has opened up particular opportunities for
female leaders’ everyday feminine traits to be embraced and seen as a
strength instead of a weakness. German Chancellor Angela Merkel nick-
named “Mutti” (mommy) and New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern,
for example, had been portrayed metaphorically by the media as the ma-
ternal protector of their respective countries.

Scholars suggest that this perception benefits female leaders because
the health nature of the crisis combined with the lockdown approach that
brought people to stay at home - often considered as a feminine sphere.
As leaders, women are more effective in advising their citizens on how to
survive these challenging times and continue to run things from where
people live. In particular, Ardern, Merkel, Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen
and Sint Maarten Prime Minister Silveria Jacobs have been praised for
their “effective messaging and decisive action”, unlike “the bombastic ap-
proaches of several of the world’s most prominent male leaders™> Their
instructions about COVID-19 response policies, published in video or live
Facebook chats, were clear and effective.

Women are also leading the way in response efforts at the sub-nation-
al government levels. Kayla Sergent and Alexander Stajkovic found that
American states with women governors had fewer COVID-19 deaths than
states with male governors.>2 Women governors who issued early stay-at-
home orders had fewer COVID-19 deaths in their states compared to men
governors who issued the same instructions. Meanwhile, their observation
of psychological mechanisms linking women to leadership effectiveness,
drawn on 251 briefings by 38 governors, suggests that women governors

50 Carol Johnson and Blair Williams. 2020. “Gender and Political Leadership in a Time of COVID.”
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1 Jennifer Hassan and Siobhan O'Grady. 2020. “Female World Leaders Hailed as Voices
of Reason amid the Coronavirus Chaos.” The Washington Post, April 20, 2020. https://www.
washingtonpost.com/world/2020/04/20/female-world-leaders-hailed-voices-reason-amid-
coronavirus-chaos/.

2 Kayla Sergent and Alexander D. Stajkovic. 2020. “Women's Leadership Is Associated with
Fewer Deaths during the COVID-19 Crisis: Quantitative and Qualitative Analyses of United States
Governors.” The Journal of Applied Psychology, July 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000577.



Women in Politics 45

expressed more empathy and confidence than men. Another study finds
that US black women mayors displayed four key strategic approaches:
proactive leadership, advocating transparent and evidence-based deci-
sion-making, protecting vulnerable communities, and sharing advice on
best practices and lessons learned.>?

Potential Strategies to Improve Women'’s Influence in
Politics

Women's increased representation in politics, especially in parliament,
in the last few decades has been made possible because of the imple-
mentation of electoral reforms, which include gender quota as a positive
affirmative action.>* Although the first electoral gender quotas were ad-
opted in the 1930s, these approaches became increasingly trendy in the
1990s and 2000s.>® Today, elections in 81 countries are held under legis-
lation that provides for gender quotas. Krook's conceptual analysis on
electoral gender quotas discusses some caveats in gauging the impacts
of quotas.>® She highlights the frequent mismatch (positive and negative)
with the proportion mandated by the quota. Basically, different models of
quota adoption result in different impacts; therefore, quota alone is not
sufficient.
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Using original survey data from Uttar Pradesh, India’s largest state,
lyer and Mani*” documented that women lag behind men on supply-side®®
factors that may hinder their political participation: knowledge about po-
litical institutions and processes, self-perception as leaders, beliefs in the
ability of citizens to affect government functioning and empowerment in
terms of being able to influence household decisions or to be mobile out-
side the home. They assert that controlling these determinants reduces the
gender gap in electoral political participation by 73% and in non-electoral
political participation by 40%. Another study drawn on field and survey
experiments in the US suggests that party leaders can help to improve the
supply and demand side by taking simple steps to encourage local recruit-
ment efforts and emphasise the importance of women'’s representation.>

The spread of COVID-19 and the crises that followed reiterate the im-
portance of women's presence in politics, as female leaders have shown
better leadership performance compared to their male counterparts.
Hence, the investigation of potential strategies to improve women's ac-
cess to politics and decision-making needs to be a higher priority in the
post-COVID era. The United Nations urges all governments to recognise
and remove barriers to women'’s political participation. All parties should
acknowledge pre-existing inequalities and social norms that are dis-
criminatory, and to consider measures to minimise these practices. One
practical approach is to initiate flexible working arrangements and other
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measures to ensure that women are not excluded from key governance
processes due to extra care and domestic work responsibilities.®®
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