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Tipsheet #6: What are “national women’s machineries”? 

 

“National women’s machineries” (or “national  
machineries for women’s advancement”) are 
government offices, departments, commissions or 
ministries that provide leadership and support to 
government efforts to achieve greater equality 
between women and men. 

While these terms are in common use, they are 
somewhat misleading as they seem to suggest that 
the focus is on providing services to women. 
Similarly, there is often a misperception at the 
national level that the “ministry for women’s 
affairs” or a “commission on the status of women” 
implements programs for women, or is the agency 
that should take responsibility for all women’s 
issues. However, it is neither possible nor desirable 
to have a separate government within government 
for women. Rather than being the means of serving 
women directly, the main function of national 
machineries for women’s affairs is policy advocacy 
in support of a more consistent response 
throughout government to the needs and priorities 
of women as well as men. 

This tipsheet is a brief “backgrounder” on the 
functions of national machineries for women’s 
advancement and on the challenges they face. 

International consensus on the 

appropriate role of a national 

women’s machinery (NWM) 

Discussions among governments at the Fourth 
World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 
resulted in agreement on the appropriate role of the 
national women’s machinery:  

“A national machinery for the advancement of 

women is the central policy- coordinating unit 

inside government. Its main task is to support 

government- wide mainstreaming of a gender-

equality perspective in all policy areas.”  

 Beijing Platform for Action (Para. 201). 

A theme throughout the Platform for Action (PFA) 
is that all government ministries and agencies share 
responsibility for progress toward equality between 
women and men. But the PFA also recognizes that 

many government ministries and agencies have not 
fulfilled this responsibility. In some cases the lack 
of action by governments is related to gaps in 
knowledge and skills about why or how they 
should act on gender equality. In other cases the 
lack of action may have more ideological 
dimensions, where senior decision-makers or 
professional staff resist the changes entailed by 
gender equality. And in most cases there are many 
competing demands, and government agencies and 
staff tend to deal with those demands that are seen 
to have highest priority. 

In this context, there is a clear need for an agency 
that serves as an advocate and catalyst for action by 
the other agencies of government. This catalytic 
role could be pursued through some combination of 
functions such as advocacy within government, 
technical support to other government agencies, 
research, and outreach to research institutions and 
advocacy groups dealing with gender equality. The 
PFA also reiterates the observations made in 
numerous reports and assessments about what 
would be required for the national women’s 
machineries to be effective in these roles: strong 
political commitment, location at the highest 
possible level of government, clearly defined 
mandates and authority, adequate budget, and staff 
with competence in policy analysis, advocacy, 
communication and monitoring. 

These conclusions about appropriate roles and 
conditions for effectiveness result from reflections 
on more than two decades of experience with 
government offices for women’s affairs. Many 
were first established in the 1970s. At first, the 
main activity of many of these small agencies was 
to implement small income-generating projects for 
women. Others focused on developing women’s 
community organizations, or providing support for 
the activities of such organizations. By the 1980s, 
these agencies were reinventing themselves, having 
recognized that progress toward real change in 
women’s position in society could not be achieved 
through these activities but rather required broader 
changes in government.

Asia Branch, CIDA, May 2007 page 1 of 2 



Gender Equality & Public Sector Capacity Development:  

Tipsheet #6: What are “national women’s machineries”? 

 
 

NWMs support other government 
agencies by, for example: 

  Providing technical expertise 

For example, the National Commission on the Role 
of Filipino Women (NCRFW) supported the 
Department of Local Government (DILG) in 
improving responses to domestic violence at the 
barangay (community) level. This included 
assistance in the development of a barangay 
protocol on handling cases of domestic violence that 
aims to increase reporting and action on cases of 
violence against women, and the development of 
guidelines and technical assistance on domestic 
violence by barangay and DILG officials. This was 
an important initiative as DILG has the capacity to 
promote implementation on a nation-wide basis 
(there are over 41,000 barangays in the country). 

  Developing new tools & methods 

NWMs have developed gender analysis tools to 
enable other agencies to identify and address gender 
equality issues. The Gender Analysis Pathway 
(GAP) in Indonesia, the Gender Mainstreaming 
Evaluation Framework (GMEF) and Gender and 
Development (GAD) Budgeting Guidelines in the 
Philippines, and the Gender Impact Assessment 
(GIA) in Bangladesh are all being used by other 
government agencies in their mainstream work. 

For other examples of other initiatives pursued by three 
national women’s machineries in Asia, see:  
Accelerating Change: Resources for Gender 
Mainstreaming. Prepared for Asia Branch, CIDA by 
Agriteam Canada Consulting, as a follow-up to a 
workshop held in February 2000 with participants from 
national women’s machineries of Indonesia, 
Bangladesh, & the Philippines (all CIDA partners). 
(On-line at www.acdi-cida.gc.ca, follow links: global 
issues/ gender equality/ publications/ CIDA resources.) 

Complexities of this catalytic role 

While there is general consensus on a set of major 
conditions for effectiveness of national women’s 
machineries, there are few, if any, NWMs that 
benefit from having these conditions in place. 
Many struggle with constraints such as unclear 
mandates, frequent leadership changes, lack of 
competent staff, and weak political support. 
However, before NWMs are dismissed as 
ineffective, consideration must be given to the 
complex challenges they face. 

  

  

  

  

In their role as catalysts, NWMs must assist 
other government agencies to development the 

capacity to address gender equality issues. And 
they seek to do this despite weak mandates, low 
status, and limited political resources. CIDA 
and other donors increasingly recognize that it 
is a complex challenge to assist others to 
develop their capacity, even where this is 
pursued under more hospitable conditions. 

The function of catalyst offers few political 
rewards. It requires quiet and steady work 
within the bureaucracy so that other agencies 
make changes to policies, programs and 
resource allocations. Such changes are more 
sustainable if the other agency takes ownership 
of them. Thus, the more the NWM is effective, 
the less visibility it offers to the minister. As it 
is an unattractive assignment for politicians and 
senior bureaucrats, it is often has difficult to 
attract and retain strong leaders. 

Another difficult balancing act is between the 
views of the government agencies that NWMs 
seek to influence and the expectations of the 
women’s movement – NWMs can be seen as 
being on the radical fringe by government 
colleagues while being considered too timid and 
conservative by the women’s movement.  

Advances achieved in these circumstances are 
indeed to be applauded!  

Selected resources 

United Nations Division for the Advancement of 
Women (2004). Expert Group Meeting on “The Role 
of national mechanisms in promoting gender equality 
and the empowerment of women: achievements, 
gaps and challenges” (Italy, Nov-Dec 2004). See: 
www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/nationalm2004/ 

  Bell, Emma et. al.  (2002). National Machineries for 

women in development: experiences, lessons and 

strategies.  Bridge Occasional Paper. See: 
www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/ 

  Goetz, Anne Marie (1995).  The Politics of 

Integrating Gender to State Development Processes.  
Trends, Opportunities and Constraints in 

Bangladesh, Chile, Jamaica, Mali, Morocco and 

Uganda. UNRISD, Geneva.  See: 
www.eldis.org/static/DOC3012.htm 

On Canada’s women’s machinery, see: 

Canada’s national women’s machinery is Status of 
Women Canada (SWC): see www.cfc-swc.gc.ca which 
also has links to provincial counterparts. 
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