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In the political world, representation is crucial. Despite significant process in the past regarding equal representation in governance and leadership, the inclusion of women in politics and executive government positions remains a global shortcoming. 
Data by UN Women reveal there are only nine countries in which women hold 50 per cent or more of the positions of Cabinet Ministers leading policy areas and merely a further 21 countries have reached or surpassed 40 per cent of women in parliament in single or lower houses. Moreover, there are globally 21 states in which women account for less than 10 per cent of parliamentarians in single or lower houses, including three lower chambers with no women at all.[footnoteRef:1] This demonstrates the underrepresentation of women, seeing as most countries have a female share of the population with 49 to 51 percent.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  (UN Women, 2025)]  [2:  (Ritchie & Roser, 2019)] 

While these global statistics highlight the average issue, deeper inequalities and difficulties with resolving the problem can be found locally. Fact is, the disparity is not a result of coincidence, but rooted in discrimination, often justified by stereotypes. The stereotypes around gender in leadership and decision-making roles form a deep ingrained norm of male domination in governance fields. To combat women’s exclusion in political fields, means to combat root causes such as gender discrimination and cultural and religion based negative stereotypes.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  (UN Women, 2011)] 

UN Women released the concerning fact that gender equality in the highest positions of power will not be reached for another 130 years at the current rate.1 This calls for urgent and competent action, seeing as female participation in leadership is a cornerstone to a well-functioning democratic society. Effective governance and justice cannot be achieved with roughly half the population being discriminated and/or underrepresented. Bridging the gap between male and female participation in political occupations is not a mere aspiration, it needs to be pursued and perceived as a necessity. 



[bookmark: _Toc208252245][bookmark: _Toc208259521]Definition of key terms
Gender gap
A gender gap is the measurable difference between males and females in a specific area, usually expressed as an inequality in access, opportunities, outcomes, or representation. In this case, the gender gap will most of the time refer to the disparity in terms of participation, influence and representation in governance.
Representation 
Representation refers to the act of having individuals or groups present and involved in decision-making bodies, so that their interests, perspectives, and rights are reflected in governance, policies, and laws. Representation in governance ensures the diversity of the population is mirrored/included in political institutions, in this report focusing on the representation of women to fairly reflect the population.
Discrimination
Discrimination is the unfair or unequal treatment of individuals or groups based on characteristics such as gender, race, ethnicity, religion, age, disability, or sexual orientation. In this report, specifically gender discrimination is focused on, since women get excluded from governance due to discrimination patterns.
Feminist wave
A feminist wave is a period of heightened feminist activity. Feminist activity refers to all initiatives aimed at challenging gender inequality. The first wave at the start of the 20th century was aimed at equal rights, especially women’s right to vote. The second wave was in the 1960s, addressing social and economic gender disparities and expectations. The third wave emerged in the 1990s. Speculations are the world is either still in the third wave or already experiencing a fourth. 
(Negative) Stereotypes
How we perceive each other can be determined through oversimplified assumptions about people based on particular traits, such as race, sex, age, etc. These stereotypes are based on socially constructed norms, practices and beliefs. They are often cultural, and religion-based and -fostered, and reflect underlying power relations. Stereotypes are not always inherently negative, but because they are assumptions that disregard a person's individual and inherent abilities, opportunities and environment, they tend to be prejudicial.[footnoteRef:4] To relate it to the topic, negative gender stereotypes harm women and girls when they limit their opportunities. [4:  (UN Women, 2011)] 
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Legal foundations
The promotion of women’s participation in leadership at all levels of governance is not a new concept. Action against the gender gap in governance occupations was already a subject in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights short after World War II. Article 21 states everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or through freely chosen representatives.[footnoteRef:5] This not only means women have the right to participate in the government, but also underlines the right of representation of women in governance.  [5: (United Nations, 1948)] 

With women still underrepresented, the United Nations took effort to address and oppose the issue by adopting the Convention on the Political Rights of Women (CPRW) in 1952. This convention marks a point in history where states were obliged to include women in the voting for elections, establish by national law that women shall be eligible for election and be entitled to exercise all public functions.[footnoteRef:6] This convention is significant in the history of resolving the issue, considering governments were now bound by international law to guarantee these rights and establish them in national law. From this convention on, the political participation and representation of women is adopted as a legal right. [6:  (United Nations, 1953)] 

International developments   
Securing rights on paper was not enough. Systematic global change can only happen with collaboration and international commitments. Conferences on women rights give visibility. An example of this is the United Nations Fourth World Conference on women in 1955, which created a platform for action for women in power and decision-making roles. The diagnosis pointed out underrepresentation, women’s suitability for these roles, inequalities and more.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  (Un Women, 1995)] 

Discrimination of women in political fields is still ingrained. To even start overturning centuries old principles around the 1960s, the world needed a second feminist wave. The activists during this time fought for autonomy; women getting equal chances to enter public life and do what they desire, even if working with political parties.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  (UN Women, 2019)] 

Moreover, in 2015 world leaders adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a call of efforts in global partnerships to achieve prosperity and peace. Sustainable Development Goal 5 is labeled as ‘gender equality’, focusing on achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls. One of the targets in the gender equality goal is target 5.5, to ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, economic and social life.[footnoteRef:9] The global community is expected to take this target seriously and view it as one of the key factors in global sustainable development.  [9:  (United Nations, 2015)] 

Current reality
Despite decades of legal and international efforts, women remain underrepresented in governance levels. Progress is painfully slow and the Sustainable Development goal 5.5 does not seem to be in reach anytime soon without urgent undertakings. The reasons for this are embedded in discrimination and negative stereotypes. Cultural norms have a grave influence on this matter. 

The challenge now is to bridge the gap between the rights on paper and the reality, because a government with somewhere around half the population underrepresented is not halfway to a democracy, but nowhere near. 
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Rwanda  
With more than two thirds of its parliamentary seats and 50 per cent of cabinet positions occupied by women, Rwanda stands tall both globally and on the African continent, in terms of women’s political representation.[footnoteRef:10] Considering a history of conflict, Rwanda has become a prominent example of rapid progress in closing the gender gap in political participation. In addition, Rwanda shows that female leaders are beneficial for inclusive governance and challenges the stereotype that women’s political participation is only achievable for ‘Western’ countries. Though some critics argue that Rwanda’s case is more complex, Rwanda surely offers lessons to including women in all levels of governance. [10:  (UN Women, n.d.)] 

Nordic countries (e.g. Norway, Sweden)
The Nordic countries are committed to achieve gender equality in governance. For example, Sweden has maintained near gender parity in its national parliament for several years, and Norway has a long history of gender-balanced cabinets.[footnoteRef:11] The Nordic countries display the importance of cultural acceptance, since women’s leadership is relatively widely supported and normal in these states. [11:  (UN Women,  n.d.)] 

Afghanistan
Opposed to Rwanda and Nordic countries, Afghanistan has no seats held by women in the parliament.[footnoteRef:12]11 The current situation, with the Taliban’s return to power, has been critical to women’s rights in Afghanistan. Severe restrictions on women’s rights have been implemented, including the rights related to representation of women in governance. Afghanistan highlights the need for sustained support and promotion of women’s rights in the political field. Afghanistan is not the only country with these issues, but is an example of an extreme case, which unfortunately is the reality. [12: ] 

CSW
The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) is the principal global intergovernmental body exclusively dedicated to the promotion of gender equality, the rights and the empowerment of women.[footnoteRef:13] The CSW plays a crucial role in reaching SDG 5 and initiating effort to promote women’s political participation and leadership. 
 [13:  (UN Women, n.d.)] 
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1948, 10 December – The Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations
1952, 20 December – The Convention on the Political Rights of Women adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations
1955, 4-15 September – The United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women
1960s – Second-wave feminism
2015 – World leaders adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals
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This issue has been going on for decades, calling for an effective approach. Possible solutions could include:
· More/stronger legal policies on women’s representation, international and national;
· Effective political education efforts to fight negative stereotypes and break trough harmful cultural norms;
· Funding mechanisms for women’s leadership programs;
· Etc.
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