
Quotas can make an important difference.
Whether legally mandated through constitu-
tional or electoral law – often but not always 
the most effective approach – or based on vol-
untary actions by political leaders, quotas
have led to dramatic changes in women’s
political participation throughout the world.
According to the Inter-Parliamentary Union,
as a result of the introduction of quotas,
Rwanda, for example, jumped from 24th
place in 1995 to 1st place in 2003 in terms of
women’s representation in parliament, while
Costa Rica advanced from 25th in 1994 to

3rd place in 2006. Afghanistan, previously
unranked as women were denied the right to
vote under the Taliban regime, now stands in
the 25th position.39 Similar statistics hold true
for countries as diverse as Argentina, Burundi,
Iraq, Mozambique and South Africa.40

Overall, of the 20 countries in the world with
the most women in parliament, 17 (or 85 per
cent) are using some form of quota system (see
Figures 5.1 and 5.2, pages 78 and 80). While
quotas are most widely used to increase the
political representation of women in national

Quotas have proved effective in
increasing the participation of
women in politics in countries across
the world. The mechanisms by
which they apply vary widely and
have differing effects in each coun-
try. As a means to understanding the
concept of quotas, the following def-
initions and associated terms are
presented, as classified by the
International Institute for Democracy
and Electoral Assistance, an inter-
governmental organization whose
mandate is to support sustainable
democracy worldwide.

• Gender quota systems aim to
ensure that women constitute at
least a ‘critical minority’ of 20, 30 or
40 per cent of legislators, or a true
gender balance of 50 per cent. In
some countries quotas are applied
as a temporary measure, that is to
say, until the barriers to women’s
entry into politics are removed. Most
countries with quotas, however,
have not limited their use over time.

• Legal quotas regulate the proceed-
ings of all political parties in a coun-
try and may also prescribe sanctions
in case of non-compliance. Legal

quotas can be mandated in a 
country’s constitution (as in Burkina
Faso, Nepal, the Philippines and
Uganda) or by law, usually elec-
toral (as in many parts of Latin
America and, for example, in
Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Serbia and Sudan).

• Voluntary party quotas are decided
by one or more political parties in a
country. In some countries, includ-
ing Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador,
Germany, Italy, Norway and
Sweden, several political parties
have some type of quota. In many
others, only one or two parties
have opted to use quotas. If the
leading party in a country uses a
quota, such as the African National
Congress in South Africa, this can
have a significant impact on the
overall rate of female representa-
tion. Most of the world’s political
parties, however, do not employ
any kind of quota at all.

Quotas can target different

parts of the selection and 

nomination process

• The first stage involves finding
aspirants, or those willing to be

considered for nomination, either
by a primary or by the nominations
committee and other parts of the
party organization. Gender quotas
at this stage are rules that demand
that a certain number or percent-
age of women or either sex be rep-
resented in the pool of potential
candidates. This has been used in
countries with plurality-majority
electoral systems, like the contro-
versial ‘women’s short lists’ in the
United Kingdom. 

• At the nomination stage, quotas
are applied to the nomination of
candidates to be placed on the
party ballot. This implies that a rule
(legal or voluntary) requires that,
for instance 20, 30, 40 or even 
50 per cent of the candidates 
must be women. 

• At the electoral stage, quotas are
applied as ‘reserved seats’, where 
a certain percentage or number
among those elected must be
women. Increasingly, gender quo-
tas are being introduced using
reserved seat systems.

See References, page 88.

Quotas: One size does not fit all

rights laws and principles must necessarily be
upheld over male-biased customary laws and
traditional practices. National legal reforms in
property law and inheritance rights represent
one of the most direct strategies for increasing
women’s access to land and property. In the
wake of land reform in Costa Rica, for exam-
ple, women represented 45 per cent of land-
titled beneficiaries between 1990 and 1992,
compared with only 12 per cent before the
reform. Similarly, in Colombia, after a ruling
in 1996 on joint titling, land titled jointly to
couples made up 60 per cent of land adjudica-
tions, compared to 18 per cent in 1995.35

No compromise on protecting women

and girls 

Legislative reform is likely to require different
actions in different legal contexts. The fulfil-
ment of the rights of women and girls in one
country may be contingent upon the abolition
or amendment of discriminatory legislation. In
other countries, equal access to justice and
legal protection may require the enactment of
new laws or specific mechanisms that neutral-
ize the power of other legal structures – such

as customary laws and religious codes – which
often discriminate against women.36 However,
while understanding that customary law and
religious codes are important, efforts at har-
monizing these codes with statutory law can-
not be conducted at the expense of the rights
and well-being of women and girls. 

Quotas can encourage women’s

participation in politics

Chapter 4 showed that, whether women are
transforming political processes, directly repre-
senting the interests of women and children, 
or inspiring the next generation of girls, the
political participation of women is vital for
children. With Kuwait granting women the
right to vote and stand for election in May
2005, there are now very few countries with
elected parliaments where women do not have
the right to vote and stand for public office.37

But while the legal barriers to entry into poli-
tics and government for women have been
removed, women still account for only one
out of every six national parliamentarians in
the world.38

Figure 5.1 The majority of countries with the most women in parliament 

use political quotas

* There are several types of quotas, including (1) constitutional quotas; (2) election law quotas; and (3) political party quotas
for electoral candidates. For definitions, see Panel, page 79.

Sources: Data are drawn from the Inter-Parliamentary Union database on ‘Women in National Parliaments’,
<http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm>, accessed May 2006. The figures for those legislatures using quotas are derived from
the Global Database of Quotas for Women, <http://www.quotaproject.org/country.cfm>, also accessed May 2006. 

Lower or single house of parliament

Date of % of women Does the country Types of 

Rank Country elections in parliament have a quota? quota*

1 Rwanda September 2003 48.8 Yes 1
2 Sweden September 2002 45.3 Yes 3
3 Costa Rica February 2006 38.6 Yes 2,3
4 Norway September 2005 37.9 Yes 3
5 Finland March 2003 37.5 No -
6 Denmark February 2005 36.9 Yes 3
7 Netherlands January 2003 36.7 Yes 3
8 Cuba January 2003 36.0 No -
8 Spain March 2004 36.0 Yes 3

10 Argentina October 2005 35.0 Yes 1, 2, 3
11 Mozambique December 2004 34.8 Yes 3
12 Belgium May 2003 34.7 Yes 2,3
13 Austria November 2003 33.9 Yes 3
14 Iceland May 2003 33.3 Yes 3
15 South Africa April 2004 32.8 Yes 3
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