
There are, however, encouraging trends, to 
a large extent due to the introduction of 
quotas in an increasing number of countries.
The number of parliaments where women
account for 30 per cent or more of the legis-
lature – the critical yardstick of women’s 
parliamentary participation recognized by 
the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action – has
increased fourfold in the past 10 years.
Some of the most dramatic changes in
women’s political representation have
occurred in countries formerly ravaged by
conflict, such as Afghanistan where women
were once excluded from politics but now
account for 27.3 per cent of legislators.
Burundi and Timor-Leste are also examples
of post-conflict countries where women now
account for a sizeable number of parliamen-
tarians (30.5 per cent and 25.3 per cent,
respectively). The levels of women’s repre-
sentation in all three countries are examples
of the successful introduction of quotas dur-
ing their political transitions.21

The election of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf as 
president of Liberia in 2005 and of Michelle
Bachelet to the presidency of Chile in early
2006 marked important moments in the 
history of women’s political leadership in
sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America,
respectively. In Eastern Europe, Latvia
became the first former Soviet Republic to
choose a female president as chief of state in
1999. Finland, Ireland and the Philippines
also currently have women presidents (in the
first two countries the president is the chief
of state, while in the latter the president is
both chief of state and head of government).
Women are heads of government in Bangla-
desh, Germany, Jamaica, New Zealand,
Mozambique, Netherlands Antilles and the
Republic of Korea.22

At the ministerial level, women are less well
represented than they are in parliament. As of
January 2005, women held 858 portfolios in
183 countries, accounting for only 14.3 per
cent of government ministers worldwide.23

Nineteen governments had no women minis-
ters at all, and among those governments that
did include women, most had a token pres-
ence of around one to three women ministers.

As of March 2006, only three countries –
Chile, Spain and Sweden – had achieved 
gender parity in ministerial portfolios. 

Beyond the numbers

Women’s representation in national parlia-
ments is certainly a critical measure of their
political empowerment and of a country’s com-
mitment to ensuring that powerful advocates
for children can be heard. But numbers are
merely a necessary benchmark and not a suffi-
cient condition of women’s empowerment. 
An extensive analysis of gender budgets in
developing countries, undertaken by the
Commonwealth Secretariat, has shown that
changed gender attitudes, even where success-
ful, must be accompanied by adequate
resources as well as the requisite skills.24

aging changes in the priorities and policies 
of national legislators, including  their male
colleagues.

Research suggests that male legislators today
are increasingly aware of the importance of
issues related to women and families, and, 
in many cases, are important partners in pro-
moting gender equality. For example, in the
three Latin American countries cited above
(Argentina, Colombia and Costa Rica), there
is strong support among male legislators for
both women’s issues (68 per cent) and family
and children’s issues (66 per cent). Although
these figures are below the corresponding 
indicators among women legislators (94 
per cent for women’s issues and 79 per cent
for family and children issues), qualitative
research, based on interviews with parliamen-
tarians, suggests that men’s interests in these
issues are on the rise.16

Changes in legislative priorities have been
accompanied by subtle but significant 
transformations of the parliamentary environ-
ment. Two examples of such changes relate 
to parliamentary schedules and the availability
of childcare facilities in national legislatures. 
As a direct result of women entering legisla-
tures in greater numbers, parliaments in sever-
al countries – including South Africa and the
United Kingdom – have amended their sitting

hours to accommodate the schedules of
women with family responsibilities.17

In northern Europe, Sweden’s parliament 
has established a day-care centre for legisla-
tors,18 while in Scotland’s National Assembly,
a crèche was put in place for visiting con-
stituents to “ensure that those with childcare
responsibilities (usually women) can seek out
and meet their representatives.”19

Few women in parliament, but signs 

of progress

Despite the fact that women are often among
the most active political advocates for chil-
dren, women and families, and that increasing
their participation in parliament is a key
objective of the Millennium Development
Goals (specifically MDG 3), the number of
women in national parliaments remains low. 

Women are under-represented in all national
parliaments and in July 2006 accounted for
just under 17 per cent of parliamentarians
worldwide. Ten countries have no women 
parliamentarians, and in more than 40 others
women account for less than 10 per cent 
of legislators. Nordic countries have the 
highest rates of participation, with women 
representing around 40 per cent of parliamen-
tarians in the combined upper and lower
chambers. Arab States rank lowest, with a
regional average of less than 8 per cent.20
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Figure 4.3 Women’s participation in national parliaments across regions

Source: Data are drawn from the Inter-Parliamentary Union database on ‘Women in National Parliaments’, <http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm> 
accessed June 2006.

©
 U

N
IC

E
F/

H
Q

05
-2

03
8/

R
ob

er
t 

G
ro

ss
m

an

56 T H E  S T A T E  O F  T H E  W O R L D ’ S  C H I L D R E N  2 0 0 7 E Q U A L I T Y I N  P O L I T I C S  A N D  G O V E R N M E N T 57




