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Topic 003: Women in Politics 

  

Overview 

 

Countries function best when all members of society participate in government.  

Over the past 100 years, women have gained the right to vote and to participate in elected 

office.  Although there has been tremendous progress over this relatively short time, there is 

still much work to be done in order to ensure women are fully represented and participating 

in governments.   

 

Women make up half of the world’s population.  They are major stakeholders in the 

decisions that are made by their governments.  Despite this, women worldwide are still 

underrepresented as voters. Women are proven leaders in professions, business, and 

academia, but, as in these fields, they are still vastly outnumbered by men in elected office in 

most countries.  Women have the right and desire to vote and promote change, but they face 

many barriers in participating fully in political systems.  These vary by country, and include 

less access to education, fewer contacts, and less access to money needed to run successful 

campaigns.  In some countries there is systematic discrimination through discriminatory 

laws.  There have been many efforts world wide to promote greater participation of women 

in government. 
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In 2011 the United Nations passed a resolution on women’s political participation.  

In this they noted that “women in every part of the world continue to be marginalized from 

the political sphere, often as a result of discriminatory laws, practices, attitudes, and gender 

stereotypes, low levels of education, lack of access to health care and the disproportionate 

effect of poverty on women”.1  UN Women has a number of important mandates, one of 

which is to promote leadership and political participation among women.   

 

Historical context 

 

In most countries in the world, women have only been allowed to vote for 100 years. 

Since gaining the right to vote, women, especially in developed countries have participated in 

government in increasing numbers. During this process, women have faced many barriers 

and obstacles in participating in politics.  

 

Women first gained the right to vote in New Zealand, in 1893.  Women were in 

parliament first in Finland in 1907.  In Canada women were allowed to vote for the first time 

in 1917, and in 1920 were allowed to stand for government in 1920.  In the 100 years since, 

there has been a progressive increase in the number of countries where women are allowed 

to vote and run for office.  Since 1980, the last10 countries have allowed women to 

participate in politics, although there are still countries in the world that have never had a 

female representative in government (ie Micronesia).2  In 2015, women in Saudi Arabia were 

allowed to vote and stand for office for the first time.   

 

At present, women are legally allowed to participate in government in all countries of 

the world, although their participation and increase in representation varies widely by 

country.  In many western countries such as Canada, major gains in the number of women 

representatives came in the 1980s and 90s.  Some countries such as Turkey continue to have  

 

1-"Facts and Figures: Leadership and Political Participation." UN Women. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 Feb. 2016. 

2-"Women's Suffrage." Women in Parliaments. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 Feb. 2016. 
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low participation at less than 5% women in parliament.  Other countries such as Denmark 

have had continued increases in female representation to current levels of 30%.  Some 

countries such as Rwanda and Pakistan have made major strides in relative short periods of 

time, and in Rwanda, as of 2008, women had exceeded 50% of those in parliament. 

 

Historically there have been factors that have been effective in promoting the 

promotion of women in government.  These include the electoral system as well as quotas.  

As well, improvement in civil liberties for women tends to produce growth in women in 

politics.  Women are generally more successful in seeking office in countries where fair and 

open elections take place, although there are many examples of success in the absence of 

true elections.    In counties where a gender quota has been introduced, often at a target of 

20-30%, there have been significant increases in women in the proportion of women elected.  

Quotas do not, however, always reach their goals, and there have been concerns raised about 

the validity of this approach and its legitimization of women who are elected in this contex.3  

 

Even in countries that have higher proportions of women in politics, they are still 

less represented in leadership and cabinet posts, and even when women have ministerial 

posts, they are more often in areas such as social and family, traditionally considered the 

domain of women.  As well, women tend to figure more prominently in local politics than 

national politics.  So there is work to do to gain equality once women hold elected office.   

 

Curent situation 

 

Although 

there has been 

great progress, 

much work still 

needs to be done 

to ensure gender 

equality in political 

representation  

Figure 1: Women in highest positions of state (UN Women) 
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across the world.  In 2015, 22% of all national parliamentarians were women. 4 This is an 

increase from 11.3% twenty years before, indicating some progress, but still it is a slow 

increase.  There is clearly a long way to go before parity is reached.  It is encouraging to see 

that women are continuing to achieve successes as head of state, with 11 women serving as 

head of state and 10 

women as head of 

government in 2015.  

These role models and 

mentors will continue to 

encourage women to enter 

politics.  

 

Despite these 

successes, there is wide 

regional variation in 

women participating in the 

political system.  In 37 

countries of the world 

women still account for less than 10 percent of parliamentarians.  In 6 governments there 

are no current women representatives at all.  The Nordic countries have the highest numbers 

of women in parliament, with an average of 41%.  Women make up about 25% of the 

government in the Americas and Europe (excluding the Nordic countries).  Sub-Saharan 

Africa has a respectable 23% of women in government, although this varies substantially by 

country, and Rwanda, in Africa, has the highest number of women in parliament world wide, 

at 63.8% of seats.  Women are less well represented in Asia, the Middle East, and North 

Africa.  There are felt to be economic, cultural, as well as social reasons for these disparities. 

 

3- Pamela Paxton, Melanie M. Hughes, Jennifer L. Green, “The International Women's Movement and Women's Political Representation,” 

1893–2003 American Sociological Review December 2006 vol. 71 no. 6 898-920, Accessed Jan 2016 

4--"Facts and Figures: Leadership and Political Participation." UN Women. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 Feb. 2016 

 

 
 
Figure 2: World and regional averaged of women in 
parliament (UN Women) 
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Despite significant gains being made in many countries, women are still less 

represented in higher levels of government.  Across the world, only 17% of government 

ministers were women, and most of those are representing portfolios such as education, 

which are felt to be more suitable for women.  It is interesting to note that women are 

significantly underrepresented in areas such as finance, economic development, and defense, 

typically considered more masculine domains.  

 

 
Figure 3: Portfolios held by women ministers (UN Women) 
 

Over the last century, interest in women and their representation in politics have 

increased dramatically.  Although their numbers remain lower than ideal, there continue to 

be significant gains in most countries.  Women continue to vote in ever-larger numbers.  

They act as elected officials in all parts of the world.  In countries as diverse as the UK, 

Germany, India, and Brazil, women have served as heads of state. With role models such as 

Germany’s Angela Merkel and USA’s and Hilary Clinton, women are expected to continue 

to gain acceptance in politics around the world.  
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Barriers to participation  

 

Although women have made progress in their acceptance in politics, It is important 

that this continues to be promoted.  There remain barriers to women participating in 

government, both in developed and developing countries.     

In the western world, women have achieved success in all levels of government.  In 

many countries, participation in the workforce, professions, and business leadership, is a 

good predictor of women playing a more important role in politics. Despite their proven 

track records, they still suffer from gender stereotyping.  Many powerful women in politics 

can't seem to escape from the public focus on their appearance, clothing, and competence in 

women's roles.  The focus must be on their policies and actions, as it would be for any other 

politician.5 

In the most affluent democracies, particularly those that are long-standing, political 

factors tend to be the most important barriers to women participating in politics. In less 

developed nations, education, cultural factors, as well as socio economic factors tend to be 

more important barriers to women participating in politics. Cultural attitudes towards 

women in different areas of the world also play an important role. These need to be 

addressed in order to promote higher levels of participation. 

Gender discrimination can also occur in insidious ways. Many presume that women, 

because they are women, have certain political priorities, often related to family and children. 

In addition, there are often assumptions about political allegiances based on gender.  This 

needs to be addressed so that women can be integrated into all aspects of the political 

process.6 

 

5-"Gender Inequality in Politics." Boundless. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 Feb. 2016. 

6-"Gender Inequality in Politics." Boundless. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 Feb. 2016. 

7-"Facts and Figures: Leadership and Political Participation." UN Women. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 Feb. 2016 
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UN involvement 

 

Women can and do make a difference when they participate in government. UN 

Women, the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women, 

was introduced in 2010.  This was in aid of promoting the UN Member States goals on 

gender equality and the empowerment of women. One of the important mandates of UN 

women is to support political participation of women across all countries, because they 

continue to be underrepresented as voters, as well as in elected office.  The UN recognizes 

that women continue to face obstacles to participating in political life, including 

discriminatory laws and institutions that limit women’s options to run for office. There have 

been programs put in place to promote equity, advocate for reforms, and to train women 

both as voters and to run for office.7   

UN women also collaborates with UN country teams and works with civil society on 

programs so that elections uphold women’s rights, including to vote and campaign free from 

electoral violence.  There are examples of this work in successfully promoting women in 

politics in Kenya, Zimbabwe, and other low-income countries.  There is reason to be 

optimistic about them achieving their goal to expand participation of women in politics to 

30% worldwide.   

 

Pertinent questions 

 

1. Are quotas useful or harmful in continuing to increase the participation of women in 

governments? 

2. How is a free and open democracy helpful in allowing more women to participate in 

government? 

3. How can women in countries where women have less societal influence address 

social and cultural issues to improve participation in politics? 

4. What are the systemic factors that contribute to the relegation of women to more 

“feminine” aspects of elected office, and how can these be addressed? 
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