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SUMMARY

Onehundred yearsafterwomen won the right tovote in elections or were first elected to parliament
in some EU Member States, they continue to be under-represented in politics and publiclife. This is
true whether looking atthe composition of the European Parliamentor thatof national parliaments,
governments and localassemblies. On the otherhand, genderbalancein politics benefits not only
women and female politicians but also political parties themselvesand the rest of society. Women
form halfthe population and deserve to be better represented in power structures.

There is now solid evidence about what hinders or enables women's participation and
representation, with political parties and the media serving a dual role in this respect. The EU has
committed to achieving gender balancein political representation and participation as a matter of
justice, equality and democracy. Practical recommendations have been made for achieving this
goal, including specific actions to be taken by the EU institutions, national governments, political
parties, civil society and the media.

A number of pivotal electionsare taking place across theworld thisyear, leading to a renewed focus
on gender equality and women's participation in politics. Gender equality is one of the issues
expected to take centre stage in political debates. Mainstream parties are pushing for further
progress in this area, while some populist andradical political forces are campaigning for a renewed
emphasis on family and traditional social roles for women and men. Women's rights (for instance,
reproductive rights), could even prove decisive in determiningthe outcome of certain elections.

This is an update of a briefing from March 2023 by Rosamund Shreeves and lonel Zamfir.
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Context

In a number of EU Member States, more than a century has passed since women won theright to
vote in national elections, were elected to national parliaments or first held a ministerial position.
Nevertheless, EU-wide data show that women remain under-represented in political decision-
making at local, national and EU levels. The gender equality index, developed by the European
Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) to measure gendergaps overtime, shows that although'power'
is the area where most progress has been made in the past 10years, it is also the area where the
gender gap remains widest. On a scale where 100 equals gender balance, Sweden and Finland are
currently the only EU countries to score over 90 on the 'political power' indicator, which is based on
the share of women ministers, members of parliament or members of regional assemblies. Overthe
past decade, some Member States, such as France, Austria and Belgium, have scored further
progress from an already high starting point. Others, such as Estonia, Italy, Lithuania and Portugal
have made significant progress even though their starting point was lower. Most of those at the
bottom of the ranking (under 50 points) have notmade majorstrides (see Figure1).

Figure 1 — How political power, as measured by the gender equality index, changed
between2013and 2023
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Note: The subdomain of political power looks at the representation of women and men in national parliaments
(member of the parliaments (both houses), government (senior and junior ministers) and regional/local assemblies.

Data source: EIGE gender equality index: political power, 2013 and 2023.

Gender gapin political representation
EU level

Fromalow 16.6 % in thefirst directly elected legislature in 1979, the percentage of female Members
of the European Parliament (MEPs) rose continuously after each election, reaching 41 % following
the 2019 election. This figure now stands at 39.9% - above the world average for national
parliaments (26.9% at the beginning of 2024) and above the European average for national
parliaments (31.6 %). However, there are large differences between Member States. At one end of
the spectrum, a growing number of countries are at or around parity. At the start of 2024, the
number of women MEPs from Luxembourg, Finland and Sweden even surpassed that of men. At
the other end -in Romania, Cyprusand Greece - women make up less thana quarter of MEPs, with
Romania at the lowest end with a meagre 15 %.


https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2020/10/05/key-facts-about-womens-suffrage-around-the-world-a-century-after-u-s-ratified-19th-amendment/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2020/10/05/key-facts-about-womens-suffrage-around-the-world-a-century-after-u-s-ratified-19th-amendment/
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2023/domain/power
https://eige.europa.eu/rdc/thesaurus/terms/1149
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2023/compare-countries/power/1/bar
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/election-results-2019/en/mep-gender-balance/2019-2024/
https://facts-and-figures.europarl.europa.eu/snapshot/term-9/current#Women-MEPs-by-Member-State
https://data.ipu.org/women-averages?month=1&year=2024&op=Show+averages&form_build_id=form-_mYupun4G0SUv3ZGN33_ichSmk7I6D8r-O67FCkXjkg&form_id=ipu__women_averages_filter_form
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7154736887708942336/?commentUrn=urn%3Ali%3Acomment%3A%28ugcPost%3A7154092852501757953%2C7158499356076093440%29&actorCompanyId=5184534
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Figure 2 — Share of women — Members of the European Parliament, beginning of 2024
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Data source: European Parliament, Facts and figures, February 2024.

The proportion of women in the European Commission
has fluctuated over time. In 2019, the first-ever female
President of  the European  Commission,
UrsulavonderLeyen, set a goal of constituting a
gender-balanced College of Commissioners. At the start
of the current Commission term, 12 out of 27 the
Commissioners were women, compared to 9 out of 28
at the end of the previous term. The College is now
made up of 13 women (48.1 %) and 14 men. One of the
three executive vice-presidents and two of the other
five vice-presidents are women. The female
Commissioners hold a spectrum of portfolios: the
digital age; values and transparency; democracy and
demography, health; transport; home affairs; cohesion;
energy; innovation, research, culture, education and
youth; financial services; international partnerships and
a new portfolio on equality. Ursula von der Leyen has
also committed to achieving fullequality at all levels of
Commission management by the end of 2024. At the
end of 2022, the Commission was close to this target
with 46 % of managementposts held by women.

National level

Overall,men outnumber womenin the Member States'
national parliaments (see Figure 3). In the past decade,
however, the share of women has increased in all
national parliaments but two (Germany and Slovenia,
where there was a slight regress). When it comes to
senior ministerial postsat the national governments, at
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Figure 3 — Share of women in EU-27

national

parliaments (both houses)

between2013and 2023

10

L
o o

‘.
20130 @2023

20 30
% of women in parliament

40

Data source: EIGE gender statistics database:
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the end of 2023 the share of female ministers in comparison to male ministers ranged from being
higher in Finland, Lithuania, Netherlands, Belgium and Spain, to being identical in Portugal and
France, to being very low - less than 20 % - in Malta, Czechia, Greece, Poland and Slovakia, and to
being non-existent in Hungary. Five Member States—-Denmark, Estonia, Italy, Latvia and Lithuania-

have female prime ministers as at February 2024.

National, local and regional levels

Thesituation at the nationaland subnational levels shows similar proportions of gender inequality,
with an average of 35.3% of women in regional assemblies in the EU. Progress has been slow:



https://facts-and-figures.europarl.europa.eu/snapshot/term-9/current#Women-MEPs-by-Member-State
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/646150/EPRS_BRI(2021)646150_EN.pdf#page=5
https://wayback.archive-it.org/12090/20191119095411/https:/ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024_en
https://commission.europa.eu/system/files/2020-04/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/6168c0c8-d664-4bbe-9725-dd5565ef633b_en?filename=hr_aar_2022_en.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_pol_gov__wmid_natgov_minis/datatable?orderby=2023-Q4&orderdir=asc
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/646196/EPRS_BRI(2020)646196_EN.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_pol_parl__wmid_regall_ass/datatable?POSITION=MEMB_PARL&UNIT=PC&col=time&colf=2022%7C2021%7C2020%7C2019%7C2018%7C2017%7C2016%7C2015%7C2014%7C2013%7C2012%7C2011%7C2010%7C2009%7C2008%7C2007%7C2006%7C2004%7C2003&orderby=2023&orderdir=dsc&row=geo&sex=W
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_pol_parl__wmid_natparl/bar/year:2023-Q4/geo:EU28,EU27_2020,IPA,EEA,BE,BG,CZ,DK,DE,EE,IE,EL,ES,FR,HR,IT,CY,LV,LT,LU,HU,MT,NL,AT,PL,PT,RO,SI,SK,FI,SE,UK,IS,LI,NO,ME,MK,AL,RS,TR,BA,XK/sex:M,W/UNIT:PC/POSITION:MEMB_PARL/EGROUP:PARL_ALL
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_pol_parl__wmid_natparl/bar/year:2023-Q4/geo:EU28,EU27_2020,IPA,EEA,BE,BG,CZ,DK,DE,EE,IE,EL,ES,FR,HR,IT,CY,LV,LT,LU,HU,MT,NL,AT,PL,PT,RO,SI,SK,FI,SE,UK,IS,LI,NO,ME,MK,AL,RS,TR,BA,XK/sex:M,W/UNIT:PC/POSITION:MEMB_PARL/EGROUP:PARL_ALL
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women's representation in regional assemblies has improved by an average of just 0.3 % per year
since 2005, when it stood at 29.6 %. The high achievers at national level are also the high achievers
at regional level, with Denmark at gender parity (100 %), followed closely by Finland, Sweden,
Franceand Spain. Atthe otherend of the scale are Latvia, Slovakia and Hungary, at under 20 %. Local
and municipal councils are also short of women representatives, with the EU average equalling
34.5 %. While Sweden, France, Spain and Finland have over 40 % of women on local and municipal
councils, Romania, Cyprus, and Greece trail behind with under 20 % of women councillors.

Appointments to ministerial portfolios and parliament
committees

Analysis of EIGE data collected in 2018 found significant gender differences in the portfolios held by
senior ministers in national governments. Men were most often assigned high-profile portfolios,
such as foreign and internal affairs, defence and justice, or finance and industry, while women were
more likely to be given socio-cultural portfolios such as health, education or social affairs. While
women are still under-represented in traditionally male decision-making positions, their share has
beenrising.In March 2023, a quarter of senior defence ministersin the Member States (7 out of 27)
were women, a significant increase from a meagre 4 % in 2007 (1 minister). This gender-specific
distribution of leadership positionsis also to be found in many national parliamentary committees.
Inthe European Parliament, therehas beena gradual break with this pattern: women currently chair
7 of the 24 standing committees and subcommittees, including in some traditionally male-
dominated areas, namely the Committees on Budgetary Control, Internal Market, Economic and
Monetary Affairs, Transport, Cultureand Petitions,and the Subcommittee on Security and Defence.

Diversity of women in politics

There is no EU-wide data' on the political representation of different groups of women, such as
women from ethnic minorities, LGBTIwomen, older oryoungerwomen, orwomen with disabilities,
but the data available suggest that these groups are under-represented. For example, Roma
minorities are one of the most politically under-representedgroupsin the EU; the Council of Europe
andthe Organizationfor Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) have flagged the particularly
low number of Roma women in elected office as a concern. Analysis by the European Network
against Racism (ENAR) following the2019 Europeanelectionsfound that ethnic minorities made up
5% of the Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) and 10 % of the overall population.
Following the United Kingdom's withdrawal from the EU, the share of ethnic minorities in the
Parliament fell to 4 %. Interestingly, research shows that between 1979 and the start of the
2014-2019 term, the percentage of young women (aged under 40) elected to the European
Parliament was consistently higherthan the percentage of middle-aged women (aged 40 to 60) and
older women (aged over 60).

Publicopinion

Voter attitudes towardswomen are a key determinant of how many women are elected. The latest
Eurobarometer survey on gender equality in politics goes back to 2017. It shows that 86 % of
respondents thought that a female political representative can represent their interests, with
women being more likely to agree than men (88 % of women compared to 83 % of men). Views on
the existing distribution of powerand on whetherthere should be more womenin decision-making
positions than there currently are, were more nuanced and gendered. Among women, 62 %
thought that there should be more women in political decision-making positions in their country,
while only 44 % of men agreed with this statement. Some 51 % of respondents shared the view that
gender equality in politics had been achieved.

When compared with otherareas, politics is relatively egalitarian when it comes tofavourable public
attitudes towards both men and women in political life. The Reykjavikindexfor leadership, compiled
by public consultancy group Kantarand the Women Political Leaders NGO, shows that across G7



https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_pol_parl__wmid_locpol
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/wmidm_pol_parl__wmid_locpol
https://commission.europa.eu/system/files/2019-03/annual_report_ge_2019_en_1.pdf#page=37
https://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Gender%20balance%20in%20the%20security%20sector.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20190711STO56847/meet-the-chairs-of-parliament-s-committees
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/608859/IPOL_STU(2019)608859_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/608859/IPOL_STU(2019)608859_EN.pdf
https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/roma-women
https://www.osce.org/odihr/342211?download=true
https://www.enar-eu.org/ENAR-s-Election-Analysis-Ethnic-minorities-in-the-new-European-Parliament-2019
https://www.enar-eu.org/Brexit-to-have-significant-impact-on-racial-diversity-in-the-EU-institutions
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1475-6765.12280
https://data.europa.eu/data/datasets/s2154_87_4_465_eng?locale=en
https://www.kantarpublic.com/inspiration/reykjavikindex
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countries (which comprise the world's mosteconomically powerful democracies, including three EU
Member States), government and politics (regarded jointly) are among the sectorswhere the public
thinks women and men are equally suitable for positions of leadership —a view shared by 4 out of 5
respondentsinthe 2021/2022 survey. Defence andpolice on one hand, and fashion and beauty and
child care on the other, are marked with the strongest preference for men and for women
respectively. Even if favourable to women's presence in politics in general, only half of respondents
(52 %) are 'very comfortable' with having a women as head of government, with a 10 point
difference between women and men - 57% to 47 respectively. The latest edition of the report
(2022/2023) found a negative trend in this respect, with a drop of 7 percentage pointsfrom 52 % to
45 % across G7 countries in the number of thosewho believe women and men are equally suitable
for a prime minister's function. It also finds that young people are more prejudiced today against
women holding leadership positions.

Women's political participation

Women's representation in parliaments and other elected political posts is not the only means
through which women are politically active and does not give a complete picture of their power.
Much has been written on female voter behaviour,for example, as well as other, non-electoral forms
of political participation, such as protest participation, political persuasion and campaigning, where
it has been observed thatgenderdifferences and inequalities persist.

Many studies have shown that women on average tend to know or claim to know less about
politics than men, although some research has demonstrated that other factors, such as the
question format of the surveys asking those questions or the content of the questions themselves,
may also have an impact. This is problematic, as political knowledge is crucial for effective
participation in politics. Similar resultscan be seenin the 2019 post-election Eurobarometersurvey,
which reveals that women were more prone thanmen to statethat they did not vote because they
did not know much about the European Parliament or the European elections and less pronethan
men to state that they voted because they were veryinterested in European affairs.

However, when it comes to actual voting in elections, the gap between men and women
decreases, with virtually no difference between men and women in giving importance to personally
voting in national or European elections. Indeed, research has shown that traditional gender
differences in voting participation diminished a couple of decades ago in many industrialised
countries. In the US, a higher share of women than of men have voted since the 1980s in both
presidential and non-presidential elections. In Germany, the participation gap between men and
women in parliamentary elections has shrunk over time frommore than3%in 1953 to less than 1%
in the most recent elections. There arethough recent studies that show that while this may be the
case for national elections, thereiis still a gender gap in voter turnout in second-order elections,
such as local, regional and European elections. For example, in France more women vote
systematically in national electionsbut not in other elections. In in the 2021 regional elections, more
women than men abstained from voting, with the participation gap between the two sexes
estimated at between 6% and 13 %. In the 2019 European elections, both women and men were
more likely to vote thanin the 2014 European elections (+8 and +7 percentage points respectively),
but men were slightly more likely to vote than women (52 % versus 49 %). Nevertheless, the
European Commission reportsthatthe gender gap in the turnout fellfrom 4%in 2014 to 3 %in the
2019 elections. In the same report, the Commission however recognised that the quality of
indicators and data collected on the participation of specific groups is limited. With regard to the
upcoming European elections, the 2023 Eurobarometer survey shows that women and men are
equally interested and likely to vote in these elections.

Research has also shown that women are consistently less likely to participate in various political
activities, such as making campaign contributions, joining political organisations or writing letters
to political representatives. There are several explanations for this phenomenon, but the most
significant are those that attribute this difference to women's diminished resources compared to



https://kantar.turtl.co/story/reykjavik-index-2021/page/6?utm_source=Global%20web&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=Reykjavik%20Index%202021&utm_id=Reykjavik%20Index&utm_term=Reykjavik%20Index%20for%20Leadership%202021
https://www.kantarpublic.com/inspiration/reykjavikindex/reykjavik-index-2022-2023
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01402382.2018.1504486
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1065912916642867
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/files/be-heard/eurobarometer/2019/post-election-survey-2019-complete-results/report/en-post-election-survey-2019-report.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/files/be-heard/eurobarometer/2019/post-election-survey-2019-complete-results/socio-demographic-annex/en-post-election-survey-2019-sd-annex.pdf#page=21
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/files/be-heard/eurobarometer/2019/post-election-survey-2019-complete-results/socio-demographic-annex/en-post-election-survey-2019-sd-annex.pdf#page=15
https://www.idea.int/publications/catalogue/voter-turnout-trends-around-world
https://cawp.rutgers.edu/facts/voters/gender-differences-voter-turnout
https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/851590/421a09496394820ff1c06c9d4d4176da/WD-1-013-21-pdf-data.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01402382.2018.1504486
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/6658143
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/6658143
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2021/06/26/regionales-pourquoi-les-femmes-se-sont-davantage-abstenues-que-les-hommes_6085771_823448.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/files/be-heard/eurobarometer/2019/post-election-survey-2019-complete-results/report/en-post-election-survey-2019-report.pdf#page=21
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0252&from=EN#page=6
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0252&from=EN#page=10
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men and the societal values that may push women away from political activity. As regards non-
electoral participation, research shows thatacross 18 industrialised democracies, women are more
likely to sign a petition or raise money for a political group but less likely to join a demonstration.
Women are more likely to participate in political consumer activities than men, where they may buy
or boycott products for political or ethical reasons.

Why gender balance in politics matters

There are severalargumentsin favour of equal representation of women in politics. However, before
addressing them, attention must be paid to two types of representation that are expected to be
achieved through gender equality measures: descriptive and substantive.? According to descriptive
representation, which refers to achieving the requisite numbers of women in political leadership,
the presence of women in political leadership is important in and of itself because it helps lend
legitimacy to governing institutions and provides female role models. For example, research has
shown thatin some EU countries, descriptiverepresentation narrows gender differencesin political
participation, although this link may not be as straightforward in other contexts. Substantive
representation, meanwhile, looks at the effects that could be achieved through better
representation of women and postulates that the participation of women increases the likelihood
both that women's interests will be adequately represented and that governing institutions will
function more effectively owing to women'sdistinctivebackgrounds andgoverning styles.

There have been several attempts to systematise the argumentsintomeaningful groups.The United
Nations, for example, summarised the arguments for more women in politics into six groups: the
justice argument, according to which women account for approximately half the population and
therefore havetheright toberepresentedas such; the experience argument(women's experiences
are different from men's and need to be represented in discussions thatresult in policymaking and
implementation); the interest argument (the interests of men and women are different and even
conflicting and thereforewomen are needed in representative institutions to articulate the interests
of women); the critical mass argument (women are able to achieve solidarity of purpose to
represent women's interests when they achieve certain levels of representation); the symbolic
argument (women are attracted to political life if they have role models in the arena), and the
democracy argument (the equalrepresentation of women and men enhances democratisation of
governancein both transitionaland consolidated democracies).

The OSCE talks about the benefits of supporting women's political participationand focuses on the
main beneficiaries. It distinguishes between traditional benefits (based on the human rights
instruments and international standards for democratic institutions); benefits for political parties
(women and men bring different perspectives, and parties can reap benefits by including more
women, as it improves party image and electoral strategy and combats decline in party
membership); benefits for women politicians (enabling them to play a more prominentrolein the
political process and change perceptions regarding women's capacities); and benefits for society
(more women in power will raise awareness of policy issues affecting women and gender-based
discrimination and increase public trust in the political system, because the latter is perceived as
being morerepresentativeof the electorate).

However, some of these arguments and assumptions have alsobeen evaluated as problematic.? The
argument that men's and women's experiences are different and need to be represented by men
and women respectively is evaluated as problematic because it treats women as a homogenous
group andassumesthat thereis a 'female' way of doing politics. Some research hasfoundthatthere
are few gender differences in the political leadership style or approach. There are many cases of
female political leaders who belie the stereotype of women as more collaborative and conciliatory.
However, thereis research that proves otherwise: there have been reports thatin the US Congress
female legislators are more collaborative than men and that women have an approach thatis less
confrontational and less partisan. It is also not entirely correct to assume that the advancement of
issues important to women takes precedence over party affiliation or party loyalty in women


https://academic.oup.com/pa/article/61/3/419/1437957
http://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-71
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/eql-men/FinalReport.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/eql-men/FinalReport.pdf
https://www.osce.org/odihr/120877?download=true
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/eql-men/FinalReport.pdf
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politicians. Women politicians also have multiple identities, and their identity as women may not
always prevail when they are identifying their priorities. Some early female politicians had a
tendency to minimise their identityas women and their association with women's issues.

Obstacles to gender balance

While research initially attributed women's continued under-representation in politics to a lack of
political ambition, itis now recognised that other more structuraland societal barriers continue to
hinder women from seeking office and from fulfilling their mandates or accessing leadership
positions once they are elected. There are also concerns about additional or specific barriers that
different groups of women can face on account of their age, class, ethnic background, religion,
disability, or sexual orientation.

Since they are closely connected with different cultural, economic and political contexts and
electoral systems, the obstacles that women politicians encounter are not identical across the EU.
However, analyses find that three inter-related sets of factors contribute to women's under-
representation.

First, there are barriers that block the 'supply’ of women entering politics. These include
women's individual perceptions of their own abilities and of the costsand risks of running for office,
together with broaderfactorsthatcan shape their choicesand discourage them from doing so, such
as:unequal access to key resources such as time, money and political networks; unequal family
responsibilities; a male-dominated political culture in parties and parliaments; gender roles and
stereotypes in wider society; and an absence of female role models. Under the influence of
gender stereotyping, barriers to women's participation in politics can appear atan early stage in life,
with the shaping of different career aspirations for girlsand boysin school. Part of this stereotyping
can be a message thatwomen 'are not made for'politics or are not 'legitimate’political figures.

Although women now sit alongside menin parliaments and government, powerful women - and
the association of women with power — continue to elicit strong, negative reactions, which remain
a barrier to women wishingto enter —andthrive - in politics and other areas of leadership.The level
of abuse and violence directed at women in politics and public life because they are women, and
sometimes because of their increased presence, is a growing concern in itself. There is also a risk
that it will deter women from engaging in politics because they find the environment too toxic. A
survey conductedby the Inter-Parliamentary Unionand the Parliamentary Assembly of the Coundi
of Europe in 2018 found an alarming level of sexism, harassmentand violence against women
members of parliament in Europe. Those aged under 40 were more frequently subject to
psychologicaland sexual harassment,and memberstaking a strong stance on women's rights and
gender equality were singled out for attack. A majority (79.2 %) of members who had been victims
of harassment and violence were determinedto stay in officeand run for another term, but 333 %
said that it had affected their freedom of expression andscope for action during theirterm of office.
The high level of abuse against female parliamentary staff is also a concern, not least because this
can be a starting point for a career in politics. These obstacles also have an impact on women's
abandoning their political careers more often than men. A survey of local politicians in Belgium
shows that difficulties reconciling personal life and political career, but also the feeling of not
making an impact, motivate many elected women not to runagain in elections.

Second, there are barriers that block 'demand' for women candidates. These include the way in
which political parties - as key gatekeepers to political office - recruit, select and champion
candidates, and voters' preferences or attitudes towards women's engagement in public life or
as politicians. Therelative influence of parties and votersvariesin different electoral systems.In the
most 'closed' systems, where votersvote for a party rather thanindividual candidates, parties have
the greatest influence over which candidates are elected, but voters have more influence in 'open
list' systems, wherethey are able to vote directly for specific candidates.
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Third, it has been established that systems that are based entirely on proportional representation,
or that include an element of proportional representation are more effective in promoting the
election of female candidates than plurality/majority systems based entirely on single-member
constituencies,* makingelectoral systems themselves a potential institutional barrier or enabler.

Strategiesfor closing the gender gap

The EIGE, the expert committee that advises on gender equality policy at EU level, the European
Women's Lobby (EWL), the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly and research for the
European Parliament promote a holisticapproach and have identified a number of good practices
and steps that legislators, governments, parliaments, political parties and civil society can take to
improve gender balance in political representation. These range from 'hard' measures, such as
changing electoral systems and requiring legislated gender quotas, to 'soft' measures such as
introducingvoluntary party quotasand providingtraining, mentoring,funding and other support for
women candidates, particularly youngwomenandwomen from under-represented minority groups.

From thebroadest perspective, tobuild a pipeline intopubliclife and politics, governments, political
parties, civil society, the media and the EU institutions can challenge the gender stereotypes that
delegitimise women's participation and proactively encourage girls and women to get involved.
Grassrootsactivism can lead to involvement in local politics and then to politics at national level.

One world-wide survey found that a sizeable minority of girls and young women (around one
quarter) wish to become actively involved in politics, but their share was lower in Europe® than in
Africaand North America. A survey of women's political careers has also shown that many women
wish to enter politics laterin life, when they have fewer family duties. Here, political parties can reach
out proactively to expand the pool of women candidates. Political parties are also urged to give
prospective women candidatesa clear message that they are wanted, by adopting a statement on
gender equality in their founding documents and putting it into practice, for example, by setting
targets for female participation in party conventions, establishing women's sections and ensuring
that gender spansall of the party's policies. Research also suggests that women's parties have been
successful in increasing women's representation in a number of EU countries, by 'embarrassing'
other more mainstream and more powerful parties for not putting women forward as candidates,
including women in party leadership, or addressing women's concerns.

Spotlight on gender quotas

Gender quotas are numerical targets stipulating a number or share of women - or candidates of either
gender - thatmust be included in a candidate list, or the number of seats to be allocated to women or either
gender in a legislature. Quotas aim to reverse discrimination and hidden barriers preventing women from
being selected as candidates and to level the playing field for women and men in politics. Advocates argue
that, beyond increasing the overall presence of women in political institutions, they can create the kind of
political system that allows both men and women to participate and gives the electorate real choices about
who will represent them.

In the EU, there are two main types of gender quotas: legislated quotas (implemented through refoms to
electoral laws or constitutions, requiring that all parties nominate a certain proportion of women candidates
on their electoral lists); and voluntary party quotas (commitments made by individual political parties to
include a certain percentage of women party members among the candidates for election). Both legal and
voluntary party quotas may target any of the three stages in the candidate selection process: aspirants,
candidates and elected representatives. Numerical quotas may also be supplemented by other measures,
such as 'zipper systems' (mandated alternation of women and men on party lists), or all-women shortlists, aimed
atensuring that the measure is not purely symbolicand that womenare selected in 'winnable' positions or seats.

A number of Member States (Belgium, Greece, Spain, France, Croatia, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal,
Romania and Slovenia) have binding gender quotas for the European elections. Belgium, France, Italy and
Luxembourg applythe parity principle (50 % for each gender). Greece, Spain, Croatia, Portugal and Sloveniahave
aquota of at least 40 % for each gender, while Poland sets the minimal presence of each gender at 35 %. Romania
is a special case, being the only country that sets the vaguely worded legal obligation for ensuring that lists of
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candidates represent both sexes, which has proven rather ineffective in practice. Numerous parties in the EU,
mostly on the left but also increasingly on the right, apply voluntary quotaswhen nominating their candidates.

The use of quotas has its pros and cons; it is argued that they could violate the principle of merit, lead to a
decline in the quality of politicians, undermine the credibility of women politicians, or provoke hostility from
the electorate. Countries such as Sweden, Finland, the Netherlands, Denmark and Germany have managed to
reach some of the highest shares of women parliamentarians and women executivesin the EU without binding
quotas. In other countries, such as Belgium, France, Ireland, Italy, Portugaland Spain, where progress had been
slow, quotas have provenvery effective at driving major advances. Overall, when comparing recent progress in
all EU countries, binding quotas appear to significantly speed up progress towards gender equality in political
representation. They however need to be accompanied by other measures such as zipped lists and efforts
towards creating a more favourable political environment for women in general.

Various forms of gender quotas, as described in the boxabove, have been found to be an effective
way of boosting the share of women candidates — and getting more women elected. Aside from
gender quotas, when it comes to ensuring that more women are elected, giving them targeted
support and training to run for office, as well equal access to campaign funding, have been
foundto directly increase their chancesof success, especially since women have been shown torely
on party sponsorship and support relatively more than men. Here, governments can take steps to
create a conducive institutional framework. In France and Portugal, regulations linking public
funding to parties'levels of gender equality have strengthened the role of women within political
parties in the medium term and may have been among the factors behind the big increase in the
number of women elected to parliament.

Once women have been elected to office, parliaments can take a number of steps to ensure that the
environment is 'women-friendly', by changing androcentric working practices and combating
harassment.

Specific recommendations for the European elections

A reportanalysing the outcome of the 2014 elections commissioned by the European Parliament's
Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM) found that women had been popular
with the electorate. In countries with a low proportion of women elected as MEPs, one key reason
was the low share of women in the candidate base. Party processes had been a significant
contributing factor. Respondentsto the survey within the reportfelt that, owing to their reluctance
to intervene in national political party decisions, European political parties®and EU-level players had
missed the opportunity to encourage national parties to promote gender balance on party lists. For
future elections, the report recommended that European political parties use their influence to
encourage member parties to adopt quotas or zipping, and that women's NGOs and other
advocates of quotas and zipping should demonstrate the benefits of using these systems. A study
forthe 2019 elections stressed that, since candidates in European elections compete forfewer seats
compared to those in national elections, political parties play a particularly key role in promoting
candidates. Therefore, the study urged them to consider lists that will improve gender balance in
the next Parliament.

In 2015, the Parliament called for amending the 1976 European Electoral Act tointroduce quotas for
European elections.This proposal was rejected by the Counciland not taken intoaccountwhen the
actwas reformedin 2018.” A further reformwas initiated by the Parliament during the current term
but is not on track to be adopted before the 2024 elections. A legislative resolution to amend the
European Electoral Act, debated in the Parliament plenary of May 2022, includes a provision urging
Member States to seek gender equality by making use of the model that best fits their system for
electing candidates to the European Parliament. The same provision urges political entities to also
ensure gender equality when presenting their candidatures in the EU-wide constituency that the
reform aims to establish, by meansof a zipped system orquotas. The draftlegislative act containing
the proposed reform was submitted to the Council, which would need to agree unanimously for it
to be adopted, but discussionsin the Council show that EU countriesare still far from unanimity.
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The influence of media coverage

Research on the influence of media coverage of women candidates and politicians, both globally
andin Europe, shows thatunder-and misrepresentation of women in media has a negative impact
on women's aspirations and electoral success, but higher media visibility can help to get more
women elected. Longitudinal analysis of European elections found that women candidates are
under-reported in news media, and between the 2004 and the 2014 elections, there was little
improvement in this regard. Higher media visibility can shape future opportunities, by influencing
women's decisions to run for office, political parties' choice of candidates and young people's
perceptions of politics as a suitable career for women. Research using data from the Global Media
Monitoring Project hasfound that, since individuals' ambitions are formed overlong periods of time,
sexist portrayals of women in everyday media reporting also stifle ambition among women who
would be willing to stand as political candidates in a less sexist media environment.

Social media platforms can give women candidates and politicians a direct channel to reach the
public and avoid gender-biased media coverage, but they can be far from 'women-friendly'. The
International Parliamentary Union (IPU) 2016 survey of women parliamentarians confirms that
'social media have become the number one placein which psychological violence - particularly in
the form of sexist and misogynisticremarks, humiliating images, mobbing, intimidation andthreats
- is perpetrated against women parliamentarians'. Moreover, 60.5 % of the respondents said that
such acts are 'strongly motivated by the clear-cut positions they had taken on particularissues',and
that taking a stance on 'controversial subjects, such as defendingwomen's rights and humanrights
in general had made them particular targets of sexist behaviourand acts of violence.

International standards

The United Nations (UN) Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW), the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, all set internationally recognised standards and targets for achieving
equality between women and men in decision-making and participation in public life, and these
also apply to the EU Member States. The Council of Europe too calls on governments to achieve a
balanced participation in political life (defined as achieving a minimum representation of 40 % of
women and men)and urgeslocaland regional authorities toencourage women to standfor election.

EU action on genderbalance in political decision-making

For the 2014 and 2019 European elections, the Parliament urged Member States and political parties to
support gender-balanced electoral lists. It also called for measures to prevent and combat sexual harassment
in political life. In 2018, it took a firm position on the backlash against women's rights and gender equality,
targeted, inter alia, at the presence of women indecision-making positions.In a June 2023 resolutionon sexual
harassment in the EU and the #MeToo movement, Parliament reiterated its concern that female politicians
and advocates for women's rights are particularly exposed to online violence and harassment. In a December
2023 resolution on the European elections, the plenary highlighted gender equality as a key element for
improving representation in elections and called for the implementation of the Parliament's provisions in the
new European electoral act (which, as mentioned above, is waiting for the Council's approval).

Since the 1990s, the EU has pursued the objective of promoting a balanced participation of women
and menin decision-making at local, regionaland national levels as partofits broader commitment
to gender equality.® This objective has been assigned priority under the European Commission's
gender equality strategy 2020-2025, which maps out measures to promote women's participation
as voters and candidatesin the 2024 European elections, including through funding and exchanges
of best practices. The EUCitizens, Equality, Rights and Values Programme (CERV) has funded projects
to improve women's representation in decision making, and in particular to achieve equal
representation of women and men in the European Parliament afterthe 2024 election.
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Genderequalityin the 2024 European electionyear

The year 2024 has been named a 'super-election year'. Roughly half the world's population is
expected to vote this year,and not all elections are expected to be free and fair. Decisive elections
will take place in some of the world's largest democracies, including the European Union and the
United States. Election outcomes may decide whether progress towardswomen'srightsacross the
world will continue or will be stifled by the political forces opposing it. Conversely, issuesrevolving
around genderequality may determine the outcome where the race is tight. This,according tosome
commentators, is the case with the US, where abortion could shape the outcome of the upcoming
presidential election. The salience of women's rightsissuesin the US presidential race also explains
thesignificant gapsinwomen's and men's preferences for the two likely presidential candidates.

Given the high stakes in Europe, women's organisations, including Europe's largest umbrelia
organisation, EWL, call for women in Europe to vote, and for political parties® to recognise gender
equality as a priority issue in their programmes. The EWL Manifesto for the 2024 elections, entitled
'Europe at a crossroads', notes the backward trend in gender equality in Europe and calls on the EU
to adopt several measures, among others a gender mainstreaming strategy, mandatory parity in
candidate lists for the European elections, and a 50/50 representation of each sexin any EU decision-
making body, including the EU 'top jobs'.

As explained earlier, several aspects deserve attention in any electoral context, including in the
upcoming Europeanelections:women's turnout rates in the election comparedto men's;women's
knowledge of and interest in (European) politics and political affairs; the salience of genderequality
issues in electoral debates;, and these issues' capacity to decisively influence outcomes.

European elections in the recent past have been marked by low participation rates overall, even
though a somewhat higher participation rate was registered during the latest ones in 2019. The
gender gap in participation has narrowed over time, and this trend is expected to continuein line
with trends at the national level. If vital women's interests are at stake, women can show up at
polling stations in greater numbers than men. This is what happened in the autumn 2023 election
in Poland, where 74.7 % of women voted comparedto 73.1 % of men. Their vote, particularly that of
young women, played animportantrole in determiningthefinal outcome of the election.

A spring 2023 Eurobarometer survey shows that most respondents, both women and men, are
informed about and interested in European politics. Roughly two thirdshave recently readin the
press, seen on the internet or on television, or heard on theradio something about the European
Parliament, yet there is a gender difference in this regard of 9% (66 % of men to 57 % of women).
This kind ofinformation has made a favourable impression on 56 % of the respondents. The topics
linked to the EU and the European Parliamentthatmostattracted public attention were support for
Ukraine (74 % have heard about it) followed by migration and asylum (38 %), with a small gender
gap.Men are more likely to discuss, whether frequently or occasionally, topics related to EU politics
with friends and relatives than women, with the shares being 71 % and 64 % respectively.

With the backlash against women's rights and empowerment in many liberal democracies,
gender equality emerges as an important topic for both political parties and citizens. Support for
gender equality policies continues to be strong among citizens as well as among mainstream
political parties in the EU, but there are signs that some of this support is eroding. For example, a
January 2024 survey in Spain has revealed that while the majority of citizens still support such
policies, 44.1 % of men and 32.5 % of women think that the promotion of women's equality has
gonetoo farandis now causing discriminationagainstmen.

Research has highlighted that there are sometimes marked gender preferences for political
parties. Women tend to prefer either left-wing parties that are favourable to women's
empowerment or conservative parties that supportfamily-friendly policies. For example, since the
1950s, a higher share of women than men has consistently voted for the centre-right Christian
Democratic Union (CDU) in Germany —a pattern followed at the 2019 European elections, but this
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gap shrank to only 1% at the latest 2021 elections for the German Bundestag. At the same time,
more women have voted for the German Greens in recent elections, while men tend to prefer the
liberals (FDP) and the Alternative for Germany. Men's stronger preferences for populist and radical
right-wing parties have beenwell documented, and researchers have pointed out thatthese parties'
opposition to gender equality policies is one of the factors explaining this stance. Recent research
however also notes the increasingpopularity of such parties among women in Europe.One reason
is their focus on satisfying women's practical interests such as social policies focused on family.
Another is that right-wing populist parties have integrated gender equality in their anti-migration
agenda, portraying themselvesas the true defenders of women'srightsagainst misogynist attitudes
'imported’ from outside Europe. According to another author, the populist anti-elitist rhetoric also
attracts women who are dissatisfied with the economic situation in their country. The factor of age
plays a role too: the populist radical right is more successful among younger voters, whether men
or women. In practice, populist right-wing parties, even if they have promoted some charismatic
femaleleaders, have fewer womenholding parliamentary posts, contributing to anoverall decrease
in the share of women in parliaments.

ENDNOTES

' For further information on what kinds of disaggregated equality data are collected for sexual orientation, gender
identity and racial and ethnic originin the EU Member States, see the European Commission reportsissued in2017.

2 D. L. Rhode, Women in Leadership,2017.

3 ibid.

4 For European elections, proportional representation applies in all EU countries, but they can use either open or closed
lists. For details, see Towards gender balance in the European elections: Electoral guotas, EPRS briefing, 2023.

> The survey included respondents from 10 European countries, eight of whom were from the EU.

6 European political parties are pan-European political parties formed by members of national political parties with
similar political standpoints and manifestos, which campaign during European electionsand have been assessed as
having significant power within the European Parliament and the European Council.

The reform adopted under Council Decision 2018/994/EC has yet to be implemented because not all Member States
have approved it 'in accordance with their respective constitutional requirements', asrequired by Article 223(1) TFEU.

8 For a detailed historical overview, see, for example 'Gendering political representation in the European Union' in
J. Kantola, Gender and the European Union, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 50-75.

9 At the time of writing, no European political party had yet published its political manifesto.
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