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OECD Global Forum on Public Governance

The OECD Global Forum on Public Governance is a key outreach activity of the OECD Public 
Governance Committee.  Its objectives are to: 

 » Identify and address the strategic challenges faced in modernising public governance, 
particularly when aiming to strengthen trust in public institutions and their capacity to 
adapt to new challenges.

 » Generate dialogue and enhanced learning in order to achieve more coherent and effec-
tive policies, and to raise the integrity, quality and performance of public institutions and 
services.

 » Discuss and promote key elements of a good governance framework.

This year’s theme is Women’s Leadership in Public Life, and the main objectives of this Global 
Forum are to:

 » Identify and address the strategic challenges faced in closing gender gaps in public life;
 » Generate dialogue and enhanced learning in order to achieve a more coherent, whole-of-

government and integrated approach to advancing gender equality; and  
 » Discuss and promote key elements of women’s empowerment in public life.

 
 The session notes for the OECD Global Forum on Public Governance have been pre-
pared by the OECD Public Governance and Territorial Development Directorate (GOV).  
They draw primarily on work carried out by GOV, but also on that of the OECD Directorate 
for Employment, Labour and Social Affairs and the OECD Development Centre. The materials 
included in these notes, along with the discussions at the Global Forum on Public Governance, 
will contribute to the development of OECD guidelines on Gender Equality in Public Life, which 
will be produced in collaboration with OECD and partner countries as well as bilateral and mul-
tilateral development agencies. 

 For further information, please contact Mr. Mario Marcel (mario.marcel@oecd.org), Ms. Taty-
ana Teplova (Tatyana.teplova@oecd.org) or Ms. Andrea Uhrhammer (andrea.uhrhammer@oecd.
org) 
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While the proportion of female leaders, from local to global level, is increasing, women 
remain vastly outnumbered by men in leadership positions. Women’s ability to participate 

in and infl uence the decisions that affect their lives – from the household to the highest levels 
of political decision making – is both a basic human right and a prerequisite for responsive and 
equitable governance. Increasing women’s representation and participation at all levels is also 
essential for putting issues of importance to women on national and local agendas. 

 Women’s political representation constitutes a core element of gender equality and demo-
cratic governance. Equal access to power, decision-making, and political leadership is not only 
a matter of fairness, democracy, and good governance: it can also lead to more stabilty as well 
as equitable, sustainable growth and development. For example, the OECD has found a higher 
level of political instability in countries where women’s participation and access to the public 
sphere is more restricted. Moreover, systematic exclusion of half of the population means that 
the talent and insight of some of its most able citizens remains untapped. 

 Empowering women and fully leveraging their talent and leadership in the global economy, 
politics and society are fundamental to maximizing a nation’s competitiveness, as diverse lead-
ership is more likely to fi nd innovative solutions to foster growth that shares its benefi ts across 
all social groups.  

 Despite a wide range of women’s parliamentary participation, on average across the OECD, 
women hold only one quarter of ministerial positions and occupy 27% of seats in lower/single 
parliaments. Among OECD partner countries, South Africa and Costa Rica lead, with women mak-
ing up 42% and 38.6% of parliamentarians, respectively, whereas India (11%) and Brazil (9%) are at 
the lower end of the distribution. The share of women parliamentarians in China (23%) is close 
to the OECD average, but in the Russian Federation (14%) and Indonesia (19%) it remains lower  
(Figure 1). Although the average female share is low in the Arab states, there are encouraging 

Figure 1. Share of women parliamentarians in OECD countries
(2012 and 2002, Lower or single house of Parliament)

Note: Percentages represent the number of women parliamentarians as a share of total fi lled seats.
Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.
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 Women’s Access to Positions of Power: Lessons from Experience in Political Life

advancements in the MENA region (e.g. Tunisia and Algeria) (Figure 2). Female representation 
in the UAE’s Federal National Council now sits at 22.5%, and Saudi Arabia recently announced 
the extension of the vote to women. 
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Figure 2. Share of women parliamentarians by region (2014)
Lower or single house of Parliament

Note: OECD and LAC (Latin American and the Carribean) data refer to share of women parliamentarians recorded as of October 1 2013; for 
the other regions it reflects the situation as of January 1st 2014.
Source: Interparlamentarian Union PARLINE database, and IDEA quota project Database. 

 At the local level, women also tend to have low representation, with about one-tenth of 
mayoralties and less than one-fourth of local council seats in both Latin America and Europe. 
While the process for ministerial appointments differs across political systems (parliamen-
tary voting or appointments versus presidential appointments with or without parliamentary 
approval), women are not represented equally in any system. In the political executive of OECD 
countries, the average percentage of women ministers increased only slightly between 2005 and 
2012, from 21% to 25% (Figure 3). In OECD partner countries, women’s representation within the 
political executive also varies. In South Africa, the share of women ministers is 39%, about 30% 
in Latvia, only 10% in India, and only one woman minister in Russia.

 There are several factors that may determine the share of women entering and staying 
in decision making positions, including:

 »  Candidate supply. 
 » Perceived lack of work-life balance.
 »  Limited political ambition.  
 » Uneven access to financing.
 » Internal party dynamics and gender stereotypes. 
 »  Voter preferences.

 Some of the steps taken by OECD countries to increase gender balance in legislatures 
include introducing legislative or voluntary party quotas, reserving seats for women, making 
parliaments more family friendly and strengthening women’s leadership capacities and access 
to necessary resources. 
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 Gender quotas emerged over the past two decades as a (often temporary) way to increase 
women’s political representation, and can be classifi ed in two main categories: (1) the selection 
and reservation of candidates (voluntary party quotas and legislated gender quotas); and (2) the 
reservation of seats, ensuring that a given number of women are elected. Of those countries 
that currently have gender quotas, 61% use voluntary party quotas (often in combination with 
the other types), 38% have legislated candidate quotas, and 20% have reserved seats. 

 While quota regulations can open the path for women into the legislature as a transitional 
measure, they are not suffi cient to ensure equal access for both women and men to decision 
making. Countries are introducing a range of measures to both enhance the attractiveness of 

Box 1. Brazil and Political Gender Quotas

Brazil was one of the fi rst countries to introduce gender quotas, and has been actively aiming to bridge 
the gap in gender political representation for almost two decades. In 1996, the fi rst lists of proportional 
representation candidacies were introduced at the local legislative level, and initially the minimum 
gender quota was set at 20%. The quota rose to 30% in 2000, but none of the 30 officially registered 
political parties managed to observe it ; the actual rate was still only 19.2%. 
                                                                                                                        
A 2012 law obliges political parties to ensure that 30% of candidates are women, including for city 
council positions. As a result, female participation in municipal elections rose 85% in the 2012 elec-
tions compared to 2008. 12% of mayoral candidates and 32% of local council candidates were women, 
representing a 10% increase from 2008. Moreover, a 2009 amendment to the legislation requires 
parties to allocate at least 10% of advertising and 5% of public campaign funding to promote women’s 
participation in politics. In 2013, Brazil saw the largest number of women enter local office in its history. 

Figure 3. Share of women ministers (2005 and 2012)

Note: Data represent women appointed ministers as of January 1, 2012 and January 1, 2005. The total includes Deputy Prime Ministers and 
Ministers. Prime Ministers/Heads of Government were also included when they held ministerial portfolios. Vice-Presidents and heads of gov-
ernmental or public agencies have not been included.
Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.
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Questions for discussion

 » What does it take for women to be able to reach leading decision-making positions?  What 
lessons can be learned by the rest of the world?  

 » What are the key challenges, opportunities and success factors on the road to public lead-
ership posts? While in power? 

 » What have been the solutions that worked and that could – and possibly should – be rep-
licated by other women, governments, and civil society organisations? 

 » What can governments, legislatures and political parties at all levels do to enable equal 
access to leadership posts for both men and women? What are the successful country 
practices for attracting and enabling women to run for office and be successful politicians?  
To make their voices heard?  Do political systems have an impact on women’s access to 
politics? Have quotas and targets been effective?

the political office to women and to help them develop the necessary skills and knowledge to be 
effective public leaders. These include: strengthening work-life balance (e.g. ending parliamentary 
business at reasonable times, reorganizing schedules to account for family responsibilities, or 
spreading parliamentary business over a shorter number of days); establishing support networks 
such as womens’ caucuses or parliamentary committees on gender equality; providing financial 
support for campaigns; targeted recruitment campaigns; and leadership and skills development.

 Achieving gender balance or even parity in Cabinets appears to be more straightforward 
than in Parliaments, particularly in Presidential systems, as appointments are often mainly 
dependent on political will and availability of qualified candidates, while in Parliaments, gender 
balance depends on complex interactions between voter preferences, party politics and electoral 
systems . The commitment of political elites to a more diverse decision-making body, the existing 
political system and, in particular, a country’s electoral system can be conducive to increasing 
the share of women in cabinets. While there are debates in countries on the need for gender 
quotas in the nomination of cabinet ministers, this is not yet being used in OECD countries.

 In addition to specific measures, in the end the access of women to power depends on 
broader country measures to balance work and family, including availability of parental leaves, 
child care facilities and measures to encourage parental sharing of family responsibilities. A 
country’s socio-cultural environment is also crucial. Civic education, including increasing gen-
eral knowledge about rights and laws, encouragement from a young age and the presence of 
role models can both enable women to gain confidence to run for the office and educate voters 
to confront biases against women. Finally, whatever strategies are undertaken, results cannot 
be achieved without political leadership and enforcement of existing laws. 
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Sector Leadership
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Many governments recognize that diversity in the public service, including gender diversity, 
helps to achieve fairness, transparency, impartiality, and representativeness and improves 

the quality of service delivery through a better understanding of the citizenry. The gender imbal-
ance found in senior levels of central government limits the role of women in the decision-making 
process, adversely affecting the fairness of public policies and laws. 

 Women are strongly represented in many public sectors (Table 1), yet in only a few coun-
tries do they make up more than 40% of the top echelons of the civil service. Even then, they 
are often confined to social portfolios. While OECD countries are introducing policies to increase 
women’s representation in the managerial ranks, only in a few countries has near-parity been 
reached. On average, in OECD countries women occupy over 50% of central government jobs, but 
only 29% of top management positions in the 15 countries for which data are available (Figure 4). 

 Some of the specific barriers for women’s progression often relate to the following factors:

 »  Gendered culture of leadership. Also, policies that focus on achieving numerical targets 
for gender balance do not always address underlying barriers to equality of opportunity.

 » Work-life balance and double-burden syndrome. As in all other employment areas, the 
difficulty of balancing work and family, also emerge as the most significant barrier.

 »  Senior management appointment systems. The use of political appointments for top posts 
may limit women’s access, as they are often less present in informal networks.

Table 1. Total percentage of women across the public sector

1st Russia 71.0

2nd United Kingdom 66.0

3rd South Africa 65.2

4th Italy 64.7

5th Canada 52.0

6th Australia 57.4

7th United States 57.0

8th Argentina 56.0

9th Germany 52.0

10th France 51.7

11th Brazil 47.6

12th China 42.5

13th Mexico 45.5

14th Japan 42.0

= Korea 42.0

16th Saudi Arabia 42.0

17th Turkey 23.0

18th Indonesia 20.0

19th India 19.0

Source: EYGM Limited (2013), Worldwide Index of Women as Public Sector Leaders: Opening doors for women working in government,  
www.ey.com/government/womenleaders.
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 » Career preferences. Women often move into functions such as human resources at junior 
management level instead of line management posts that lead to more senior positions.

 »  Level of confi dence and developmental opportunities.

 » Career breaks. Career breaks as a result of extended childcare leave or due to fi scal cuts 
can undermine women’s chances for career advancement. 

 In all OECD member countries, governments have adopted anti-discrimination laws 
to ensure equal employment opportunities for women and minorities. Most countries legally 
guarantee pay equality and pay equity, regularly assess the gender balance of the government 
workforce or establish independent complaint/disciplinary commissions. Nonetheless, in most 
countries wage gaps and the underrepresentation of these groups in senior positions continue.

 To improve diversity, governments are implementing policy responses that include moni-
toring diversity policy; raising awareness within the public sector; strengthening transparency 
and meritocracy in recuitement processes; training and leadership development; introducing 
work-life balance schemes; and setting targets. One quarter of the countries responding to an 
OECD 2011 survey have set targets for the promotion of women in central government public 
services, including targets  at aggregate level, sectorial level, and different positions (Table 2).  

 Coaching and leadership development are the most used measures to enable employees’ 
(women and men) career progression (Figure 5). Their objective is to assist employees with the 
development of career plans and key leadership competencies and to succeed in increasingly 
challenging assignments.  Some countries (Austria, Germany, and Switzerland) have established 
gender priority rights in the selection process for equally qualifi ed candidates.

Figure 4. Women in top management positions compared to their share in central government, 
2010

Note: Data for Luxembourg, Portugal, Slovenia and Sweden are for 2011 rather than 2010. Data for France are for 2009 rather than 2010. Data 
for Estonia, Japan and Spain are for full-time employees only. Data for the Netherlands are in full-time equivalent. 
Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.
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Table 2. Hiring and promotion targets for women in the public sector in some OECD countries

Country Target

Hiring targets

Sweden 50%

Norway 40% (met in 2009)

Switzerland 44%-47% (overall), 16%-20% (top positions)

Japan 30% (to be met in 2015)

Promotion targets for top positions

France 40% (of nominations of top positions by 2018)

United Kingdom 39% (of all Senior Civil Service positions by 2013)

Israel 25%

Germany 12.2%

Source: OECD (2014) Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.

Source: OECD 2011 Survey on Gender in Public Employment.

Figure 5. Gender equality measures for the promotion of women in public service
% of 21 respondents

Questions for discussion:

 » Is there a “business case” for women’s representation in senior public sector jobs? What 
are the barriers to women’s access to and success in public sector leadership roles?  

 » What policies can help ensure that more women reach leadership positions in the public sector?   
What role does work-life balance play? How can “affirmative action” and “employment 
equity” programmes help? What are successful strategies for overcoming horizontal seg-
regation (i.e. women holding mostly social portfolios)?



13

Women in the Judiciary and the Legal Profession

Parallel session 2A:  

Women in the Judiciary and the Legal 
Profession



14

Parallel session 2A

There have been notable improvements over the past several decades in the status of women 
in the legal profession. The number of women judges, law partners and police offi cers has 

signifi cantly increased across the world. In some OECD countries, around half (and sometimes 
more) of law students are women, but they are still outnumbered by men among judges and 
other top jobs in the legal profession. Much remains to be done to achieve equal opportunity in 
this fi eld, especially in positions of higher economic and public status. What are the barriers to 
women’s leadership in the legal domain?

 Women have made impressive gains as practising lawyers, legal counsellors, and law 
professors. Women are also making inroads into another previously male-dominated profession, 
that of judge. Yet, despite all these achievements, gender inequalities persist. Women average 
only 27% of judges worldwide. In 2010, on average just under half of professional judges in OECD 
member countries were women (Figure 6). In addition, horizontal and vertical segregation are 
also found in the judiciary. Women tend to be better represented in the family courts and lower 
civil courts, but far fewer are promoted into the upper courts. Across OECD countries, women 
make up only 28% of supreme court justices (see Figure 7).

 Women are in the majority or at parity with men in the Supreme Courts – but not the 
judiciary overall – in Rwanda, Honduras, Latvia and Bulgaria. Women are also better represented 
on the Australian, United States and Canadian Supreme Courts than in the judiciary as a whole.

 South Africa’s courts have 25% women judges, Russia’s 16%, and India’s only 3%. In the 
MENA region, women make up 25% of all jurists, which is near the global average although there 
are signifi cant variations across the region. Tunisia boasts 28% women judges, Algeria 23.5% and 
Morocco 20%, whereas women judges in Gulf nations are much rarer; Bahrain and the United 
Arab Emirates appointed their fi rst woman judges in 2006 and 2008, respectively.

Figure 6. Women as court presidents compared to their share of professional judges, 2010

Note: Data on share of court presidents for Iceland, Ireland, Switzerland and Turkey refer to fi rst instance courts only. Data for Spain refer to 
second instance courts only
Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.
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Figure 7. Share of women supreme court justices
2012 or latest available year

Note: Data for Australia, Canada, Korea, Mexico, New Zealand, Switzerland, and Ukraine refer to 2010. Data for Chile, Norway and Israel refer 
to 2011. Data for Ireland, the United States and Japan refer to 2013.
Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.

 The barriers women face in the judiciary and legal profession are very similar to those 
encountered in politics and the senior civil service, namely: career paths, aspirations, and expec-
tations; challenges in balancing work and life; stringent requirements for judicial appointments; 
persisting stereotypes; lack of networks; the structure of the legal system and selection methods; 
and gender differences in behaviour, self-promotion and confi dence. In some Middle East and 
North African countries, women’s access to judicial posts is restricted, as judicial profession is 
considered as “hazardous”.

 OECD countries are undertaking various policy measures to achieve a more diverse pool 
of candidates or employees. To date, these rarely include affi rmative action targets, given argu-
ments over maintaining judicial legitimacy and autonomy and the tradition of merit-based 
judicial appointments. Other policy measures that are increasingly being adopted include: 

 » Revising appointment strategies, including introducing greater transparency, widely adver-
tising open judicial seats, and creating appointment commissions (see Box 2).

 » Introducing more fl exible working arrangements.

 » Establishing family-friendly policies, for example access to affordable, high-quality care 
facilities for children and the elderly; parental leave.

 » Changing the corporate culture and removing stereotypes in the legal profession. 

 » Supporting national law associations, including assocations for women.

 Efforts to track judicial decision-making systematically at the national level to monitor 
the performance of the courts on women’s rights have also been piloted in several countries. 
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Box 2. Appointment Commissions (or Committees)

Some countries such as the United Kingdom and Canada have established special judicial commis-
sions working to increase gender diversity in the pool of available candidates for judicial selection. 

At the federal level in Canada, the issue of diversity in the judiciary was addressed through a combina-
tion of political leadership, appointment criteria, appointment committees, and professional associa-
tions. In 1985 the federal Minister of Justice announced a new judicial appointments process to make 
the judiciary more representative of Canadian society and encourage the appointment of women and 
minorities. Advisory committees to assess federal judicial candidates were urged to respect diversity 
and give due consideration to all legal experience, including non-mainstream legal experience.  

In 1988, the province of Ontario established a Judicial Appointments Advisory Committee as a pilot 
project. The composition of the Committee must, by law, reflect the diversity of Ontario’s population, 
and members are elected by various bodies to ensure that the Committee itself is diverse. The Attorney 
General of the province also personally wrote to all women lawyers in Ontario who had been at the bar 
for at least ten years, encouraging them to consider applying for the judiciary. When the Committee 
started its work, only 4% of provincially appointed judges in Ontario were women. Within two years, 
32% of judges appointed pursuant to the Committee’s recommendations were women, and during the 
next two years, this number rose to 46%. The Committee was formally established in 1995.

In the United Kingdom, one of the drivers behind the Judicial Appointments Commissions (JAC) was 
to counter the impediments to women’s judicial appointments and increase the diversity of the pool 
available for judicial selection. The JAC is an executive Non-Departmental Public Body that selects 
candidates on merit for judicial office in courts and tribunals (up to and including the High Court) in 
England and Wales, and for some tribunals whose jurisdiction extends to Scotland or Northern Ireland. 

All JAC panel members undertake a training programme, which includes detailed equality and diversity 
training. Attention is also given to the gender and ethnic mix of the JAC selection panel. Moreover, to 
increase the pool of candidates, the JAC together with the Lord Chancellor and the Lord Chief Justice 
are asked to encourage applications for the judiciary from lawyers other than barristers.

Source: http://jac.judiciary.gov.uk.

Questions for discussion:

 » What is the “business case” for gender balance in the legal profession and justice institu-
tions? What is the link between inclusive growth, trust in public institutions and gender 
diversity in the legal profession?

 » What are the obstacles to women’s advancement in legal professions, including justice 
institutions? 

 » What approaches are being successfully used by countries to promote gender diversity in 
legal professions and the justice sector, including in leadership positions? What are the key 
policy measures and structural changes needed to foster gender diversity in this sector?  
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In many areas, barriers – such as lack of access to education, healthcare, resources, networks 
and childcare – still limit women’s options to be active in public life, including being employed, 

running for office or opening an NGO. What policy responses are needed to overcome them?

Access to education 

 In education, the gender gap is closing, but challenges persist. If present trends continue, 
boys and girls in only 85 countries will have equal access to primary and secondary education by 
2015. Seventy-two countries are not likely to reach Millennium Development Goal #2 (universal 
primary education); of these, 63 are far from reaching parity at the secondary level. 

 Globally, girls are more likely to never enter primary school than boys. In South and West 
Asia, only about 87 girls start primary school for every 100 boys. The situation is not much better 
in sub-Saharan Africa, where about 93 girls begin their primary education for every 100 boys, 
according to the regional average.

Figure 8. Gender gaps in primary education still persist in some geographic regions
Avg. net adjusted primary enrolment ratesa and gender parity indexb (GPI) by world regionsc,  

2000 & 2010

OECD

Central America

Middle East and North Africa

Eastern Europe & Central Asia

South America

Caribbean

East Asia and the Pacific

Southern Asia

Southern Africa

Eastern & Middle Africa

Western Africa

Source: OECD (2012), Closing the Gender Gap: Act Now, OECD Publishing. 
a) Adjusted primary net enrolment rate (NERA): Total number of pupils of the official primary school-age group who are enrolled at primary or 
secondary education levels, expressed as a percentage of the corresponding population.
b) Gender Parity Index (GPI): Ratio of female to male values of a given indicator. 
c) Country groupings are defined in the Annex to Part II of the report cited above. Regions are ordered by decreasing 2010 enrolment rates.

Enrolment rates Gender Parity Index

 Boys also have greater access than girls to secondary education in 38% of countries, while 
the opposite is true in 29% of countries. Data show that 74% of the world’s adolescent girls of 
lower secondary age were enrolled in school in 2008 compared to 83% of boys. In other words, 
39 million girls of lower secondary school age are not enrolled in either primary or secondary 
school. The disparity is most severe in South and West Asia (61% girls were enrolled in school 
compared to 74% boys) and sub-Saharan Africa (60% girls compared to 70% boys). Nevertheless, 
the gap is narrowing. In South and West Asia, for instance, enrolment rates for girls increased 
nearly 10% since 1999, reducing the gender difference by about one-half.
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Figure 9. Gender gaps in unpaid and paid work increase with the arrival of children
Minutes devoted to paid and unpaid work per day by gender, 

for people with and without children (OECD average)

Source:  OECD (2012), Closing the Gender Gap: Act Now, OECD Publishing.

 Gender disparities are equally marked in tertiary education in all regions of the world. 
The only countries to achieve parity at this education level are Chile, Colombia, Guatemala, Hong 
Kong SAR of China, Mexico, Swaziland andSwitzerland. In countries such as Ethiopia, Eritrea, 
Guinea and Niger – where the GDP per capita is below PPP$ 3,000 – there are fewer than 35 female 
tertiary students for every 100 male students. On the other hand, in wealthy countries, female 
students clearly outnumber men as tertiary students.

 Despite the improved access to tertiary education globally, women face considerable bar-
riers as they move up the education ladder to research careers and in the labour market. At the 
Bachelor’s degree level, most countries reporting data have achieved gender parity in terms of 
graduates. Women are more likely to pursue the next level of education, accounting for 56% of 
graduates with Master’s degrees. However, men surpass women in virtually all countries at the 
highest levels of education, accounting for 56% of all Ph.D. graduates and 71% of researchers. 

Unpaid work and work-life balance

 Addressing inequalities in the distribution of unpaid work, establishing adequate mecha-
nisms to balance family and career responsibilities (leave schemes, child-care facilities), encour-
aging men to participate more in child-care responsibilities and taking advantage of work-life 
balance measures (e.g., parental and paternity leaves) are also important to ensure women’s 
access to opportunities in public life.

 Women do a larger share of unpaid work than man, no matter what type of household 
they live in, and regardless of their employment status. This gap widens when children are born 
(Figure 9). Working mothers devote about 50% more time to childcare than non-working fathers. 
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Work-Life Balance Measures Percentage of 
countries

Leave to take care of a sick family member 100%

Flexible start and working hours and time saving 100%

Part-time employment solutions 100%

Specific measures to accomodate the needs of pregnant women 86%

Specific measures to accomodate the needs of breastfeeding women 86%

Teleworking 76%

Condensed/compressed work week 71%

Subsidies for childcare 70%

Leave to take care of an elderly family member 62%

Employer-provided childcare facilities 48%

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.

Table 3. Work-life balance measures in the public sector in OECD Countries 

 Most countries responding to the OECD Survey on Gender in Public Employment have 
introduced measures to improve work-life balance in the public sector. Those measures include 
flexible working hours, part-time work, and maternity, paternal and parental leave arrangements 
that include time-off to care for a sick or elderly family member.  All countries provide part-time 
employment solutions and family-related sick leave. Most countries have taken steps to accom-
modate the special needs of pregnant or breastfeeding women; over 70% provide teleworking 
solutions and the possibility of working compressed weeks and half of them facilitate childcare 
solutions for public sector employees (Table 3).

 The availability and the affordability of childcare and elderly care facilities are very impor-
tant factors in decisions about women’s (and men’s) labour participation and career choices.  
Good quality childcare facilities encourage both parents’ active continuous participation in 
the workforce and provide viable solutions, especially for those willing to pursue higher career 
objectives. In OECD countries, the public service facilitates childcare support for its employees 
in different ways, including providing on-site facilities or access to a facility in the community 
that is linked to the workplace; providing financial support through allowances, reimbursements, 
vouchers or tax savings; and advice and referral services, including back-up care in emergencies. 
Only 27% of countries responding to the OECD survey provide on-site childcare facilities, and 
68% provide subsidies for childcare.  

 Recent policies in OECD countries have been oriented towards extending parental leave 
entitlements to fathers. Encouraging fathers to take on a more active role in child care has been 
supported by research findings demonstrating the links between the time spent by fathers in 
early child care and their later involvement with child care. While in most countries the length 
of parental leave in the public and the private sectors tends to be similar, there are significant 
differences in the time allowed for parental care amongst OECD countries (Figure 10). The use 
of paternity and parental leave is rare in partner countries (Table 4). 
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FIgure 10. Parental leave length in OECD countries

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.
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leave?

Algeria Yes Yes No Mauritania Yes No No

Argentina Yes Yes No Mongolia Yes No No

Botswana Yes No No Morocco Yes Yes No

Brazil Yes Yes No Nigeria Yes No No

Bulgaria Yes Yes Yes Oman Yes No No

Burkina Faso Yse Yes No Pakistan Yes No No

Cambodia Yes No No Panama Yes No No

China Yes Yes No Peru Yes Yes No

Colombia Yes Yes No Philippines Yes Yes No

Costa Rica Yes No No Romania Yes Yes Yes

Ecuador Yes Yes No Russian Fed. Yes No Yes

Egypt Yes No No Rwanda Yes Yes No

India Yes No No Saudia Arabia Yes Yes No

Indonesia Yes Yes No South Africa Yes Yes No

Jordan Yes No No Thailand Yes No No

Kazakhstan Yes No Yes Tunisia Yes Yes No

Kenya Yes Yes No Uganda Yes Yes No

Latvia Yes Yes Yes Ukraine Yes No Yes

Lebanon Yes No No UA Emirates Yes No No

Malaysia Yes No No Vietnam Yes No No

Mali Yes Yes No Yemen, Rep. Yes No No

Source: http://wbl.worldbank.org/data/exploretopics/getting-a-job. 

Table 4. Mandated parental leave in OECD partner countries
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Questions for dicussion:

 » What are the main barriers to women’s participation in public life? What is the impact of 
the external environment, including unemployment rates and economic crises, on women’s 
economic and public participation? What are the demographic pressures?  

 » What responses are needed from governments, civil society and citizens to overcome 
these barriers?  What are the most effective ways to involve men?  

Box 3. The Väterzentrum Berlin

The Väterzentrum Berlin is a centre established in 2007 that seeks to teach, inform and advise fathers 
on how to become more engaged parents, in order to benefit the family as a whole. It is a meeting 
place and information facility for fathers, their children and families, created in response to international 
scientific findings on infant psychology and the importance of an engaged father for the development 
of children and happy families. It offers space and opportunity to exchange, network, attend counsel-
ling services and participate in activities, events, courses and father groups.

Aside from its direct work with fathers and families, it also informs institutions and companies about the 
benefits of committed fatherhood. Furthermore, in collaboration with clinics in Berlin, it offers courses for 
expectant fathers and works with fathers in youth penal institutions. The Väterzentrum Berlin provides 
a nationwide training course for professionals, and the staff regularly publish articles in professional 
journals and books. Both the concept of the centre and its work are unique, with no similar facilities in 
Europe. In 2010, the Father Center Berlin had 4 000 visitors.

Source: The Väterzentrum Berlin centre’s website: vaeterzentrum-berlin.de.

 Policies that encourage fathers to take active part in caring responsibilities (including 
providing incentives to organisations and men to take parental leave and to engage in part-time 
employment) can make it easier for women to balance career and family responsibilities, and 
reduce often unconscious biases concerning women’s attachment to work. Sharing parental leave 
provisions between men and women may also reduce penalties to women’s careers. Indeed, 
there is significant literature on the negative effects of extended childcare leaves on women’s 
labour market outcomes. Importantly, in a number of countries, such as Germany, the number 
of men taking parental leave is quickly rising. Another example from Germany is the growth of 
father’s cafés where fathers go with children to meet other fathers (Box 3).
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Women continue to face legal discrimination, as well as discriminatory social norms and 
stereotypes  that limit their access to institutions, property, employment, etc., and inhibit 

their participation in the public sphere. There is widespread consensus that gender equality is a 
prerequisite for development, growth and poverty reduction. In recent decades, policy makers 
and researchers have increasingly turned attention and resources to closing gender gaps on key 
economic and social indicators, yet at the same time have grappled with questions as to why 
gender inequalities persist. 

 The notion of discriminatory social institutions – social norms, practices, formal and infor-
mal laws – has gained prominence as a useful analytical framework to illuminate what drives 
gender inequalities and development outcomes more broadly. The 2012 Social Institutions and 
Gender Index (SIGI) shows that countries have made progress in tackling discriminatory social 
institutions in some areas. For countries scored in the 2012 SIGI:

 » The average prevalence of early marriage across countries has decreased to 17% in 2012 
from 21% in 2009.

 » The number of countries with specific legislation to combat domestic violence has more 
than doubled from 21 in 2009 to 53 in 2012.

 » 23 out of the 35 countries where “missing women” was identified as a concern in 2009 
have shown improvement in 2012.

 » 29 countries have quotas to promote women’s political participation at both national and 
sub-national levels. 

 Despite positive steps, pervasive and persistent social institutions continue to limit women 
and girls’ horizons in all regions ranked in the 2012 SIGI. 

Figure 11. 2012 SIGI Scores by Region

Source: Social Institutions and Gender Index: Under-
standing the Drivers of Gender Inequality, 2012, 
www.genderindex.org
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 » 86 out of 121 countries scored in the 2012 SIGI have discriminatory inheritance laws or 
practices.

 » Women’s reproductive autonomy is restricted: on average, 1 in 5 women has an unmet 
need for family planning.

 » Despite the introduction of laws, attitudes that normalise violence against women persist. 
On average, for the countries scored in the SIGI, around 1 in 2 women believe domestic 
violence is justified in certain circumstances.

 » On average, women hold only 15% of land titles for countries where data is available.

 The Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) region shows the lowest level of overall discrimi-
nation against women in the 2012 SIGI rankings (Figure 11). South Asia has improved its position 
from the lowest ranked region in 2009 to the fourth ranked region in 2012. This is largely due 
to the introduction of laws to combat violence against women, decline in early marriage, intro-
duction of quotas to promote women’s political participation and reduction in a bias in favour 
of sons for some countries in the region.

 Sub-Saharan Africa shows the highest level of discrimination. Europe and Central Asia 
has moved from the top ranking region in the 2009 SIGI to the third ranked region in the 2012 
edition. This is largely due to a growing problem of son bias in some parts of the region and the 
absence of quotas to promote women’s equal political participation. Discriminatory attitudes 
also affect women’s participation in the labour market (Figure 12).  

Figure 12. Discriminatory attitudes towards women's employment 
are related to women’s employment rates

Gender gap in employment rates (male rate – female rate) and discriminatory attitudes 
towards women’s employment, OECD countries

Source: OECD (2012), Closing the Gender Gap: Act Now, OECD Publishing.
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Questions for discussion:

 » How do social institutions, legal discrimination and stereotypes inhibit women’s economic 
and public participation? 

 » What concrete actions can be taken by governments to overcome stereotypes and elimi-
nate discriminatory social institutions? What are the good practices and lessons learned?

Policies can change discriminatory social institutions

 Countries at the top of the SIGI ranking have addressed discriminatory social institutions 
by ensuring gender equality in the family, land and property rights, introducing measures to 
improve women’s access to credit, introducing and implementing strong laws and programmes 
to combat violence against women, ensuring women’s access to reproductive health services, 
removing restrictions on women’s access to public space and introducing laws to promote women’s 
political participation at a national or sub-national level. 

 A three-pronged approach to tackling discriminatory social institutions is required:  

1. Legal reform

Harmonisation, full implementation and enforcement of laws to guarantee equality and 
protection from harmful practices and violence. Provision of judicial training, legal ser-
vices, awareness-raising and legal literacy programmes.

2. Community mobilisation and empowerment

Public awareness and community mobilisation activities to tackle attitudes and shift 
norms. Support networks and skills development to address knowledge gaps and attitudes.

3. Economic support and incentives

Cash transfers and stipends to change practices. 
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Many countries have put in place institutional mechanisms to support the development of 
gender-sensitive policies and government accountability to close the gender gap. Govern-

ment capacity to overcome persistant gender gaps in the public sector and beyond is strongly 
linked to its ability to design and implement gender-responsive and evidence-based policies 
across all policy sectors, from employment and entrepreneurship to education and finance. This 
calls for an approach based on:

 » Clear and coherent national strategies and action plans for gender equality;  

 »  Strong public institutions with clear and effective mandates and responsibilities, sup-
ported by accountability mechanisms for meeting gender equality and mainstreaming 
commitments;

 » Tools for evidence-based and inclusive policy making and implementation that account 
for potentially different effects on women and men, across policy sectors; and

 »  Reliable gender-disaggregated data and information for making informed policy decisions, 
based on sound evidence.

 Countries have identified the following key barriers to the effective pursuit of gender 
mainstreaming and equality policies (Figure 13): 

 »  Limited accountability mechanisms in the public sector for advancing gender equality; 

 »  Lack of awareness within the public service on possibly differential impacts of policy 
choices on women and men;

 »  Lack of mechanisms to monitor impact of gender equality and mainstreaming initiatives;

 »  Lack of gender analysis skills within the public service; and 

 » Lack of funding and limited ability to adopt a whole-of-government approach to gender 
equality reforms. 

Box 4. Defining gender equality and gender mainstreaming

Gender equality describes the absence of obvious or hidden disparities among individuals based on 
gender. Disparities can include discrimination in terms of opportunities, resources, services, benefits, 
decision-making power and influence. Gender mainstreaming is a process of assessing the implica-
tions for women and men of any planned action, so that the gender perspective becomes an integral 
dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes. It 
encompasses the ability to anticipate the potentially different impact of policy actions on women and men 
as well as the ability to design policy actions that are not “gender-blind” but “gender-sensitive”. Policy 
actions are gender-sensitive if they recognise the potentially different interests and needs of women 
and men based on their potentially different social experiences, opportunities, roles and resources.

Source : OECD (2012),Closing the Gender Gap: Act Now, OECD Publishing.
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Figure 13. Barriers to effective pursuit of gender mainstreaming and equality policies
Percentage of country respondents who consider each barrier a top priority

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.

 While almost all OECD countries have central gender institutions tasked with reducing 
gender inequalities, the most important challenges lie in establishing and implementing effective 
whole-of-government strategies to close gender gaps. There is no single approach or common 
trend; rather, a variety of institutional designs for gender equality mechanisms exist (Figure 14): 

 »  Central gender institutions with the status of a separate ministry (e.g. Belgium, France, 
New Zealand and Portugal). These institutions enjoy high visibility, a role in the elite level 
of decision-making and access to cabinet submissions, and therefore can serve as strong 
catalysts for promoting gender equality. Their existence also sends a strong political mes-
sage about the government’s commitment to women’s empowerment and gender equal-
ity, and makes it easier to infl uence budgetary decisions that may affect gender equality. 
Nonetheless, they need  clear and powerful mandates, suffi cient resources and the support 
of political leadership to be effective.

 » National gender institutions paired with other portfolios within a single ministry (e.g. Aus-
tria, Denmark, Spain, Germany, Morocco, Greece, Czech Republic, Finland, Ireland, Korea, 
Turkey and Norway; also common in Africa, eastern and southeastern Europe and Central 
Asia). Positioning gender equality institutions within ministries may provide opportunities 
for working across government on specifi c policy issues, but a marginalized location can 
also constrain overall policy strategy development, coordination efforts, and the ability to 
monitor gender mainstreaming across government. Attention to women’s equality may 
be sidelined by competing demands; in addition, combining gender equality with either 
family or children’s affairs may defi ne women narrowly as mothers and caregivers.

 
 »  Central gender institutions located within the offi ce of the head of the government or state 

(e.g. Israel, Japan and the United States). This set-up offers excellent access to the apex 
of decision-making and facilitates coordination, monitoring, accountability and policy 
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development. On the other hand, such models often have ministerial positions assuming 
a range of duties beyond a focus on gender equality. 

 »  Gender equality councils or commissions that function as autonomous bodies with an 
independent constitutional status or a consultative status. This type is more common in 
Latin America, e.g. Mexico (Box 5). Such a model provides significant flexibility in terms 
of activities and focus, but the distance from the apex of decision-making may limit its 
resource base and influence. Bodies without an independent constitutional status may be 
disbanded by governments that do not prioritize gender concerns.  

 Each approach has its strengths and challenges, and may face issues of authority, vis-
ibility, funding, capacity, and accountability. In general, central gender equality institutions act 
as a focal point for promoting gender and diversity policies and are responsible for ensuring a 
whole-of-government approach. 

 Central gender institutions generate knowledge and provide operational support for gender 
reforms, legislative reform and policymaking, and even service delivery. Their main functions 
include: reporting to Parliament on the state of gender equality (85%), developing guidelines for 
implementing gender concerns into policy analysis (81%), providing expert advice to other public 
bodies on gender equality (77%), developing proposals for legislation or policies (69%) conducting 
policy research (65%) and delivering specific programmes (65%), making policy recommendations 
to other ministries (65%) and implementing gender initiatives (62%). 
 
 Fewer than half of gender institutions monitor the implementation of public gender ini-
tiatives (46%) or review the quality of gender analysis (46%). These areas have nonetheless been 
identified by OECD countries as some of the top barriers to promoting gender equality. The lack 
of monitoring mechanisms to evaluate the effect of gender equality initiatives was identified as 
a major barrier by over 30 % of responding countries, and lack of gender analysis skills by almost 
40% (Figure 13). Building capacities in gender institutions and across the public sector in these 
areas appears critical to addressing the remaining equality gaps. 

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.

Figure 14. Central Gender Equality Institutions

26%

13%

9%

52%

Single Ministry

Agency Responsible (without
autonomous Cabinet
representation)

Unit in the Office of the Prime
Minister or of the head of
government

Unit in the
Ministry/department/agency of
Social Affairs (or its equivalent)



31

Strengthening Public Institutions and Governance for Gender Equality  

Box 5. Mexico’s National Institute for Women

Mexico’s National Women’s Institute (INMUJERES) is a decentralized body, not located in any unit or 
agency of the Mexican government. The Institute has the following structure:

 »  A Governing Board comprised of heads of the departments of the Federal Public Administration;

 »  A Consultative Council that acts as an advisory body and is representative of political and private 
organizations, civil society and academic institutions;

 »  A Social Council that analyses and evaluates public policies and projects, and whose members 
have worked in the public, private and social sectors to foster gender equity; and 

 »  Permanent guest members, including two representatives of the Mexican Supreme Court and 
two representatives of the Federal Board of Judges, along with members from the political par-
ties represented in the Chamber of Deputies.

The National Women’s Institute:

 »  Proposes guidelines for the National Policy;
 »  Coordinates programmes for gender equality for the Federal Public Administration;
 »  Promotes, coordinates and reviews programmes and services related to equality;
 »  Determines the periodicity and characteristics of information to be provided by the Federal 

Public Administration;
 »  Formulates proposals on allocation of the resources for gender equality programmes;
 »  Fosters coordination among the institutions of the Federal Public Administration to educate and 

train their personnel on the subject of equality between women and men; and
 » Supports the participation of civil society in promoting equality between women and men.

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Pub-
lishing. 

Oversight and accountability mechanisms

 Cross-national research confirms the critical importance of an oversight body with sufficient 
authority over all federal government institutions both to ensure a comprehensive approach to 
promoting gender initiatives and to keep gender concerns on the legislative agenda. Many OECD 
countries have oversight mechanisms that act both as “corrective” institutions (institutions of 
recourse) or “preemptive”, or oversight, institutions. For example, most countries established 
oversight institutions for ensuring gender equality (parliaments or parliamentary committees, 
commissions in political executives, or advisory councils to ministries or the political executive), 
while 68% of countries have institutions that use “corrective” methods for addressing gender 
equality grievances (ombudsmen or judicial commissions that adjudicate claims).

 The most popular oversight institutions for accountability include Parliament (55% of 
respondents) and an ombudsman office (55% of respondents) (Table 5). More than half of the 22 
respondents to the OECD survey use parliamentary committees in charge of gender equality as a 
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tool for oversight on the progress of gender equality (Figure 16). The International Parliamentary 
Union has developed an action plan for gender-sensitive parliaments, which promotes integration 
of gender mainstreaming in parliamentary activities (Box 6). While less common, independent 
permanent gender commissions and independent permanent Human Rights commissions were 
used as oversight institutions in 30% and 20% of countries, respectively.
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Australia

Austria

Belgium

Canada

Chile

Czech Republic

Finland

France

Germany

Greece

Ireland

Israel

Korea

Luxembourg

Mexico

New Zealand

Norway

Slovak Republic

Spain

Sweden

Switzerland

United States

Total OECD

     Yes 12 9 6 7 12 12 7 10

     No 10 13 16 15 10 10 15 12

Table 5. National Oversight Institutions for Gender Equality

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.
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Figure 16. Parliamentary Committees on Gender Equality in OECD Countries (2012)

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.

Box 6. IPU gender equality action plan in Parliaments 

The Action Plan for gender-sensitive parliaments developed by the International Parliamentary Union 
(IPU) calls for gender mainstreaming in parliaments. This involves, in part, obtaining gender-disaggregated 
data and qualitative information on the situation of men and women; conducting a gender analysis 
that highlights the differences between and among women, men, girls and boys in terms of their rela-
tive distribution of resources, opportunities, constraints and power in a given context; and instituting 
gender-sensitive monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, including the establishment of indicators. To 
be gender sensitive, Parliaments should adopt one or more of the following:

 » A dedicated parliamentary committee on gender equality entrusted with reviewing government 
policies, legislation and budgets from a gender perspective.

 » Mainstreaming gender throughout all parliamentary committees.

 »  A women’s parliamentary caucus with a special remit for gender equality concerns.

 »  A Speaker’s reference group on gender equality made up of parliamentarians from across the 
political spectrum, which sets the parliament’s gender equality direction and agenda;

 »  Technical research units on gender equality or library/research staff with gender expertise who 
can assist with gender-based analyses.

Source : 2012 IPU gender equality action plan in Parliaments.

Norway

Au
st

ria

Greece

 - Yes  - No

OECD countries that do 
not have a Parliamentary 
Committee on Gender 
Equality (10 countries)

OECD countries that 
have a Parliamentary 
Committee on Gender 
Equality (12 countries)



34

Plenary session

 Gender Equality Parliamentary committees have proven quite effective in some contexts.  
In Canada, for example, the House of Commons Standing Committee on the Status of Women is 
mandated to oversee Status of Women Canada, the lead national mechanism at the federal level. 
This all-party committee comprised of male and female members of parliament and chaired by 
a member of the Official Opposition analyses a range of issues of importance to women, scruti-
nizing government decisions and policy advocacy.  In addition, the Parliamentary Committee on 
Public Accounts regularly requires departments and agencies to report on how gender analysis 
informs their decision making. 

 The involvement of the Office of the Auditor General in overseeing the commitment of 
the Canadian federal government to gender mainstreaming has proven particularly useful.  In 
2009, Canada’s Office of the Auditor General examined 68 programmes, policy initiatives and 
acts of legislation across 7 federal departments to ascertain the integration of gender analysis 
into policy making.  The findings resulted in a series of recommendations around the role of 
central agencies in coordinating gender impact assessments for proposals submitted for Cabinet 
approval.  

Questions for discussion:

 » What are key institutions and mechanisms to ensure the advancement of gender equal-
ity considerations across the government and the country? What recent reforms have 
strengthened national gender-related institutional frameworks?  

 » How to ensure that gender equality reforms and policies are properly implemented?  

 » What is the role of oversight institutions in this regard (e.g. Gender Equality Commission-
ers, Parliaments)? Of civil society? What is needed to enable “a whole-of-government” and 
“a whole-of-society” response to gender equality issues?
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Box 7. Legislative Gender Equality Committees

 » In Bahrain, a joint committee recently was established between the Supreme Council for Women 
and the two chambers of Parliament to support equality and gender mainstreaming. The com-
mittee facilitates the integration of women’s needs in the government’s work plan, and monitors 
and evaluates the mainstreaming of women’s needs in national policies. It also supports the 
creation of gender-sensitive budgets, conducts studies and reviews the impact of policies on 
women and men. 

 » The Canadian House of Commons created a Standing Committee on the Status of Women in 
2004. The committee has prepared several studies, reports and government responses related 
to the status of women, including maternal and child health, violence against women, the par-
ticipation of women in politics and non-traditional occupations, and pay equity. 

 » In Lebanon, a permanent parliamentary commission is in charge of both women’s and children’s 
affairs. It works with both the Cabinet and Parliament to review laws and budgets as well as moni-
tor the compliance of national and international standards, draft bills and advise the government. 

 » In Kuwait, the Parliamentary Committee on Women’s Affairs was established in October 2005 
on an ad hoc basis. Its mandate includes gender impact assessments on women’s affairs, 
proposing legislation, and monitoring and evaluating legislation related to gender equality. 

 » The Norwegian Parliament includes a Standing Committee on Family and Cultural Affairs that 
deals with policies and laws related to families, gender equality, children and youth, consumer 
affairs and cultural affairs. The Committee convenes hearings to obtain information from ministry 
representatives, organisations or individuals. Organisations and individuals can also appear 
before the Committee to present their insights. The Committee submits recommendations to 
the Parliament, which usually follows them.

 » In Yemen, the Parliamentary committee is ad hoc. While supervision of issues related to women’s 
rights falls within the mandate of the Supreme Council for Women (SCW), the accountability 
for these issues is within the mandate of the Parliamentary committee. The status of women 
is explicitly part of the mandate of the SCW, which supervises and reports on compliance with 
relevant national and international standards, prepares legislative proposals, examines policies 
and budgets and provides advice to the government.

Source : OECD 2011 Survey on National Gender Frameworks, Gender Public Policies and Leadership. 

Seemingly gender-neutral policy and programme decisions can have detrimental effects, inten-
tional or not, on women’s ability to participate equally in society. How to design and deliver 

inclusive, gender-responsive policies?

Implementing gender mainstreaming

 While gender equality is both enshrined in many national constitutions (among them 
India, Russia, Germany, Poland, Spain, South Africa, Egypt and Canada) and evident in the inter-
national commitments made by many countries, gender equality gaps persist in domestic laws 
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Box 8. When to mainstream? - The Policy Process

1.  Analysis of the Current Situation: Identify problems and challenges to be faced; start with 
examining sex disaggregated statistics. Define the aims of the policy: are they the same for women 
and men, girls and boys? Who will be involved in policy making? Are both genders involved?

2.  Decisions: Once the gender-related information is collected and analysed, decisions need to 
be taken about what problems and challenges are for women and for men, girls and boys; these 
need to be addressed and prioritised.

3. Implementation: Adopting gender mainstreaming as of the initial stage of the policy process 
allows the policy to be gender sensitive; however, this does not mean that the policy will be 
“inequality free.” There is a significant difference between analysing gender issues, supporting 
gender equality and actually implementing policies that promote equality. In the implementation 
stage, new or unidentified issues may still arise. 

4. Monitoring and Evaluation: Any implemented policy requires monitoring and evaluation to ensure 
that the aims and goals have been achieved as well as to assess areas that need improvement. 
This monitoring should be a continuous process to assess the impact of the policy on women 
and men, girls and boys. 

and policies. Applying gender mainstreaming to both existing and new laws and regulations is 
of critical importance to closing these gaps. Gender mainstreaming is a concept that promises to 
change the way that ‘mainstream’ policies are formulated, decided on, implemented and evalu-
ated. However, if gender mainstreaming is an extraordinarily promising principle, it is also an 
extraordinarily demanding one, requiring international organisations and state governments 
to alter their policy-making procedures in fundamental ways. Gender mainstreaming needs to 
start from the initial stage of policy development and continue throughout the implementation 
and evaluation of policy impacts (Box 8).

 The impact of gender mainstreaming can be seen across policy sectors, but perhaps 
nowhere as explicitly as in the changes to health policy that gender analysis has facilitated. 
Gender analysis has been pivotal in improving women’s health in areas such as treatments for 
cardiovascular disease, diabetes and some forms of cancer. It has also been critical to designing 
policies and programmes on HIV/AIDS, anti-smoking and suicide prevention. 

 But the policy impact of gender analysis extends far beyond health issues. In Canada, for 
example, governments have integrated gender analysis into policy making around immigration, 
divorce, education, pension reform, Aboriginal women and matrimonial property rights and 
anti-violence strategies. In Sweden, gender analysis revealed that youth centres were used 70% 
by boys and 30% by girls. This led to re-modelling activities and the use of buildings.

 These achievements aside, significant challenges to gender mainstreaming remain, includ-
ing lack of coordination; insufficient resources; lack of evaluation and monitoring; lack of gender 
expertise; organizational culture and resistance; lack of awareness; responsibility for gender 
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mainstreaming that is too diffuse or, conversely, too closely linked to specifi c indivuals; limited 
involvement of civil society; and a focus on “equality mainstreaming” rather than gender main-
streaming. 

 Gender impact assessments (GIAs) are one tool for gender mainstreaming that policy 
makers can use to assess the impact that new legislation or policies may have on women and 
relative to men. According to the OECD Survey on Gender Public Policies and Leadership, ex ante 
evaluations are most common. 84% (16 countries) reported having requirements for ex ante GIAs 
on primary legislation compared to 37% (7 countries) for ex post. In general, however, it seems 
GIAs are not yet routine elements of policy making; the majority of responding countries reserve 
GIAs for primary and secondary legislation rather than for policies and programmes (Table 6).

Table 6. Requirements for gender impact assessments 
at the central/federal level of government (2011)

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countiries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing.

Requirements for ministries/departments/
agencies to conduct gender impact 

assessments (ex ante)

Requirements for ministries/departments/
agencies to conduct gender impact 

assessments (ex post)

Require-
ment to 

undertake 
gender-

responsive 
bugeting 

at
the central 

level

Primary 
legislation

Subordinate 
regulation

Govern-
ment pro-
grammes 
and initia-

tives

Primary 
legislation

Subordinate 
regulation

Government 
programmes 
and initiatives

Australia

Belgium

Chile

Czech Republic

Finland

France

Germany

Greece

Ireland

Israel

Korea

Luxembourg

Mexico

New Zealand

Norway

Slovak Republic

Spain

Sweden

Switzerland

Total OECD

 Yes, always 10 6 3 3 3 2 9

 Yes, sometimes 6 5 11 4 4 6 1

 No, but planned 2 2 1 2 3 2 2

 No, not planned 1 6 4 10 9 9 7



39

Towards Inclusive and Gender-Responsive Policies, Programmes and Budgets  

Gender-responsive Budgeting (GRB)

 Arguably the most powerful instrument of governance, the priorities and practices outlined 
in budgets reveals much about a government’s priorities for its citizens and, in turn, signals its 
commitment to gender equality and women’s empowerment through the funding levels allocated 
for specific projects and actions. Gender-responsive budgeting can highlight gender-differentiated 
effects and impacts of budgetary policies and public expenditures and similarly can reveal gender 
dimensions of revenues. It adds another important dimension to budgetary analysis: because 
each government and ministry has a budget, applying a gender analysis to budgets can be a 
very effective way to expose gender differences within policies and programmes. Conversely, 
state and non-state actors can use gender-responsive budgeting to promote specific budgetary 
allocations targeted to address gender inequalities.  

 Gender-responsive budgeting was developed originally by economists in Australia and 
led to the first Women’s Budget Statement tabled in Australia in 1984. The Australian Women’s 
Budget was produced until 1996. South Africa’s first post-apartheid government followed the 
Australian example in the mid-1990s, launching the Women’s Budget Initiative.  

 Over 90 countries have experimented with some form of gender budgeting over the past 
decade. Among OECD countries, Belgium, Finland, France, Israel, Korea, Mexico, Norway, the 
Slovak Republic, Spain and Sweden report always conducting such evaluations for the central 
budgets (Figure 17), with Switzerland doing so in some cases. There are also many promising 
practices in using gender-responsive budgeting in developing countries (Box 9).

 Many countries are also planning to introduce gender-responsive budgeting in the future. 
The practice is less widespread at the lower levels of government, however, with only 40% of 
countries engaging in gender-responsive budgeting at the regional level and 46% at the local 
level.

Figure 17. Gender responsive budgeting in OECD countries

Source: OECD (2014), Women, Government and Policy Making in OECD Countiries: Fostering Diversity for Inclusive Growth, OECD Publishing
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Box 9. Promising plans for tracking gender budget allocations in developing countries

 »  Bangladesh plans to generate sex-disaggregated data at all levels to integrate gender into plan-
ning at the central government level and to incorporate gender responsive budgeting into the 
medium-term budgetary framework.

 »  Benin and Madagascar have appointed gender focal points trained in gender responsive budg-
eting in all sector ministries

 »  Burkina Faso is planning programmes to raise awareness among government officials on gender 
responsive budgeting.

 »  In Honduras, the National Women’s Institute has proposed a gender budget classifier to track 
resources allocated to programmes and activities that promote gender equality, as well as a 
Gender Equity Investment Index to be part of the monitoring system of the national plan.

 »  Malawi wants to pilot programme-based budgeting, including the collection of sex-disaggregated 
data, to improve accountability for results.

 »  Peru has a monitoring system to track resources for gender equality in the public budget; 
however, it has not yet been implemented systematically due to limited capacity in budgetary 
monitoring institutions.

 »  Annual circulars from Senegal’s Ministry of Economy and Finance call for sector ministries to 
integrate gender analysis in their budgets. These are bearing fruit in the health sector, where 
maternity infrastructure will be integrated into all new health facilities at the district or rural level.

Source: UNDP-OECD (2014), Making Development Co-operation More Effective: 2014 Progress Report, OECD Publishing, Paris.

Box 10. Experiences of OECD and Key partner Countries with Gender-Responsive Budgeting

Indonesia

Gender budgeting was first introduced at the local level in Indonesia in 2000 by an international non-
governmental organisation that trained and provided resources for local NGOs. Since then, Indonesia 
has extensively taken up gender budgeting at the district, provincial and national levels of government.  
The national level has played an important role in facilitating gender-responsive budgeting initiatives 
at all levels of government, issuing regulations that advocates can use to argue the case for making 
budget allocations more gender responsive. At the local level, a number of initiatives focusing on a 
range of gender issues in budgets have emerged involving NGOs using a variety of approaches. A 
major gender-responsive budgeting programme was undertaken by the Asia Foundation 2004-2008 
in partnership with several NGOs, involving six provinces and 15 districts.

Source: Satriyo, Hana (2010) ‘Gender responsive budgeting initiative’. PowerPoint presentation at Donor’s Meeting, The Asia Founda-
tion, Jakarta, Indonesia.  Sharp, Rhonda and Elson, Diane (2008) ‘Improving budgets: a framework for assessing gender-responsive 
budget initiatives’. In Sri Mastuti et al, Audit Gender Terhadap Anggaran. CiBa: Jakarta.
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Box 10, continued

Austria 

Gender Budgeting in Austria means analysing the federal, state and community budgets with regard to 
their impact on the lives of women and men, and to adapt them according to gender equality objectives. 

The Federal Budget Law 2013 includes detailed regulations on outcome-oriented administration, includ-
ing the objective of effective equality of women and men. In the future, equality aspects will explicitly 
be a factor throughout the management cycle, from planning to implementation to evaluation. As of 
1st January 2013, each federal ministry and supreme state organ has to determine gender equality 
outcomes for every societal aspect of its activities, which will, in turn, require gender-specific data. In 
a next step, these federal authorities will have to define concrete measures (outputs) and indicators to 
realize and monitor gender equality outcomes.  

The details of the outcome orientation are set down in the Strategy Report on the Medium-Term 
Expenditure Framework. In yearly planning, gender equality outcomes and outputs are set out in the 
Annual Federal Budget Statement at the budget chapter and global budget levels as well as in the 
Explanatory Budget Documents at a more detailed level. Gender equality outcomes and outputs also 
provide members of Parliament and citizens with more information on and insight into the priority areas 
of each ministry for a given financial year.

Source: Federal Minister for Women and Civil Service at the Federal Chancellery (2012), “Gender Budgeting Making Effective Equality 
between Women and Men a Reality … Step by Step to a Gender-equal Budget”.

Questions for discussion:

 » What is the link between inclusive and gender-responsive policy-making and programme 
delivery processes, on the one hand, and inclusive policies and outcomes, on the other? 
What evidence is out there?

 » What tools do governments have to enable inclusive, gender-responsive and fair policy-
making and programme delivery?  What can governments do to (1) strengthen the role 
of women in local and national democracy and (2) to enable both men and women to 
influence policy-making? What are the successful country practices in embedding gender 
considerations in public policies, progammes and budgets?

 » What is the role of civil society in fostering inclusive policy-making?  What are the mecha-
nisms for strengthening the voice of civil society organisations focusing on women’s issues? 
How can governments maximize the input from citizens, civil society and businesses? 
How can the ICT be leveraged to enable women to fully participate in making decisions 
that affect their lives?

 » Do governments have sufficient and necessary information on the impact of policy choices 
on both men and women? What are the barriers for collecting gender-specific data? How 
can we measure the effectiveness of gender budgeting and gender mainstreaming? 
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