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Abstract

“Emergent Women’s Global Political Leadership: Progress Despite Constraints”
seeks to trace why and how female political leaders emerge at the global level. Evidence
points to certain cultural factors, often expressed by laws, constraining or supporting
women as they seek political advancement. Data shows women leaders are emerging more
and more, though slowly, as political leaders around the world. Reviewing women’s
participation and representation regionally and nationally in parliaments, as ministers, and
as heads of governments and states confirms that women can and do emerge as political
leaders. Finally, learning about and examining women leaders themselves, their style and
substance, proves invaluable to understanding why and how women leaders emerge,
despite the intricate and extensive complexity of constraints. Doing so also increases the
visibility and value of women in the international arena and compels further research
regarding women’s global political leadership: its constraints, progress, and success.

2

Chapter I – Introduction
In the face of today’s Covid-19 crisis, women’s global political leadership has been
heralded as decisive, action-oriented, and results-achieving. Prime Minister Silveria
Jacobs of Sint Maarten, Prime Minister Jacinda Ahern of New Zealand, and Prime Minister
Angela Merkel of Germany, to name a few female heads of government, are successfully
managing the impact of this global pandemic.1 Making up only 7% of world leaders,
women are demonstrating their apt decision-making skills and competency on the world
stage.
The profession of international politics, diplomacy, and the art and practice of
conducting negotiations between nations, has traditionally been the domain of men: male
heads of states, male foreign ministers, male defense ministers, and male representatives
of the state, e.g., ambassadors and delegates to the United Nations and regional
organizations, as well as peace negotiators.2

Women remain significantly

underrepresented in global leadership, though progress is incrementally underway.
In 2018, 20 women held the office of head of state or head of government in 195
countries and territories – 6.3 percent of the total number of international leaders (Figure
1, page 15).3 In 2019, two more women became world leaders as Mette Frederiksen

1

Along with P.M. Erna Solberg, Norway; P.M. Katrin Jacobsdottir, Iceland; P.M. Mette Frederiksen of
Denmark, President Tsai Ing-wen of Taiwan, P.M. Sanna Marin of Finland
2
Between 1990 and 2017, women constituted only 2 percent of mediators, 8 percent of negotiators, and 5
percent of witnesses and signatories in all major peace processes. Data comes from “UN Women and the
Council on Foreign Relations,” January 5, 2018. Women’s Participation in Peace Processes, accessed
April 24, 2019. https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes.
3
“2018, women and political leadership – female heads of state and heads of government.” Women in
International Politics, accessed May 12, 2019. https://firstladies.international/2018/02/20/2018-womenand-political-leadership-female-heads-of-state-and-heads-of-government/ Note, in the United Kingdom and
in New Zealand, these offices are combined. Also, Europe leads with the highest number of female Heads
of State and Heads of Governments.
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became Denmark’s prime minister, and Finland swore in prime minister Sanna Marin.
Currently, 30 women lead their countries’ diplomacy as foreign ministers. 4 17 women fill
the position of Minister of Defense globally, approximately 8 percent of the total ministers
of defense around the world.5 Regarding representatives of member states to the United
Nations, in April 2018, women made up less than a quarter of permanent representatives
at the ambassador level to the UN in New York, 40 out of 193 (22.5 percent); of 15 Security
Council seats, three (Poland, the UK and the USA) were filled by female Ambassadors.6
Notably, the member states of the United Nations have yet to select a woman for the post
of Secretary-General, appointing nine men since the Organization’s inception in 1945.7
Though women leaders are certainly more prevalent in this century then last,
women remain overwhelmingly under-represented and excluded at all levels of politics.
Women’s absence from influential decision-making positions in the field of international
politics draws into question the costs to international society of a world where the views,
perspectives, and value of more than 50% of the population are minimized. In this thesis,
I seek a fuller understanding of women in the context of global leadership. I ask the
following: Are there distinct factors that contribute to some countries electing women as
presidents, prime ministers, or chancellors? How do cultures and the policies compare

Thompson, Lyric and Christina Asquith. “One Small Step for Feminist Foreign Policy.” Foreign Policy,
accessed April 16 2019. https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/20/one-small-step-for-feminist-foreign-policywomen-canada/ Eight in Europe, 10 in Latin America and the Caribbean, five in Africa, and others in Asia,
Australia, and the region (less than a third of the world’s foreign ministers).
5
Team ADU. “Women Defence Ministers in the World Today.” Aviation and Defence Universe., accessed
April 18, 2019. https://www.aviation-defence-universe.com/women-defence-ministers-in-the-world-today/
6
UN Security Council (2018). ”Report of the Secretary-General on women peace and
security (S/2018/900)”. United Nations, para.13, accessed May 12, 2019.
https://undocs.org/en/S/2018/900
7
Morse, Michelle Milford. “Milestone at the UN: Gender Parity in the UN’s Leadership.” United Nations
Foundation, accessed May 7, 2019. https://unfoundation.org/blog/post/milestone-un-gender-parity-unleadership/ To the credit of civil society organizations and the most recently appointed Secretary-General,
António Guterres, the Senior Management team of the United Nations is comprised of 23 women and 21
women.
4
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among countries that have a female leader and those that do not?8 What is the current state
of women’s participation and representation in politics?

Do women leaders have

commonalities with regards to their leadership style and substance? Do they tend to enact
policies in support of women’s needs?
Through data collection at the international, regional, and national levels, I address
these questions and argue that 1) a country’s ideological disposition with regards to role
congruity, as well as its practices related to property, education, pay, and electoral policies
indicate the likelihood of a woman emerging as a national and international leader; 2)
women who have served in national and international leadership have made significant
contributions to national and international affairs vis-à-vis framing women’s issues as
national issues; and 3) the representation of women in international leadership enhances
the integrity of international affairs.
These arguments will be explored in the following chapters. Chapter III will focus
on female leader emergence and how cultural constraints and egalitarian practices hinder
and help this process. Chapter IV addresses women who have emerged, whether as
participants in political processes or as female heads of state or government. Chapter V
aims to resolve whether female leaders share a common leadership style or substantive
platforms, such as promoting policies specifically benefitting women.

Global women

leaders from different circumstance and a variety of countries, representing a spectrum of

8

For example, the US has a masculine conception of leadership whereas some argue that countries where
women have served as head of government are more accepting of a maternal leadership, focused on health
and education.

5

regions and leadership styles will be identified.9 In Chapter VI, I will share some
concluding remarks and propose some policy recommendations.

9

Krasno, Jean E. and Sean LaPides, eds. Personality, Political Leadership, and Decision Making: A
Global Perspective. (Santa Barbara, California: Praeger, an Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2015), 1. Jacinda
Ahern, Mary Robinson, Margaret Thatcher, Golda Meir, Angela Merkel, Benazir Bhutto, and Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf provide examples of women leaders across cultures who have served their nations
internationally.

6

Chapter II – Literature Review

Beginning with the idea of global leadership, Barbara Kellerman in her foreword
introduces the leadership system: (a) the leader, (b) the followers, and (c) the context,
proximate and distal.10 She highlights the global context, which only recently has become
an area for study and an area in which women’s global leadership is minimally covered.
Editors Faith Wambura Ngunjiri and Susan R. Madsen continue that they will, “utilize
qualitative and quantitative measures to explore how women utilize emotional, social, and
cultural intelligence in their global leadership roles, a missing element in most previous
studies.”11 In the subsequent volume in this series of books, “the authors dispel … beliefs
that women’s progress in occupying powerful leader roles is uniform across nations.”12
Their analyses of gender and leadership vary widely from different cultural perspectives
demonstrating that culture matters.
Role congruity theory is an important factor to consider in the analysis of female
leader emergence, as scrutinized by Alice H. Eagly and Steven J. Karau. The theory posits
that the female gender role and leadership roles are incongruous.

Organizations,

communities, cultures, and societies still perceive men as appropriate occupants of
leadership roles.13 Moreover, decisions made by women in leadership roles are evaluated
less favorably than when a male counterpart makes an equivalent decision.

Barbara Kellerman’s “Foreward” in Ngunjiri, Faith Wamburu and Susan R. Madsen, eds. Women as
global leaders. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing Inc., [2015] p. viii-ix
11
Ibid, xiii.
12
Ngunjiri, Faith Wamburu and Susan R. Madsen, Karen A. Longman, Cynthia Cherry, eds. Women and
leadership around the world. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing, Inc., [2015] p. ix.
13
Eagly, Alice H. and Steven J. Karau. “Role Congruity Theory of prejudice Toward Female Leaders,”
Psychological Review 2002, Vol.109, No. 3, 573-598, 573.
10
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Soo Min Toh and Geoffrey J. Leonardelli add to this discussion with their research
on cultural “tightness.” They argue that women leaders may emerge in tight cultures where
egalitarian practices are in place. On the other hand, if egalitarian practices are not in place
in a tight culture, it is highly unlikely that women leaders will emerge. Turning to the
World Bank’s report, “Women Business and the Law 2020: How does the law affect
women’s economic opportunity?”, it is possible to obtain a sense of the universality, or
lack thereof, of egalitarian practices. The report provides a detailed investigation of 190
economies, covering 35 aspects of the law.14
Maria d’Agostino and Marilyn Marks Rubin focus on governing women in public
service, elected and non-elected. Their book contributes to the understanding of the
evolution of the role of women in public service, the current status of, and challenges to,
women’s participation in governing worldwide, and steps taken and that still need to be
taken for women to achieve gender parity in governing, globally.15 These editors, also,
bring together narratives from various cultural settings, tracing gender equality and its
challenges through Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, China, and the Arab countries.
Also concentrating on the public sector, women, and leadership, contributors
Janelle M. Silva and Shelly Grabe examine the “think leader-think male” and the “glass
ceiling” gender ideologies.16 Importantly, they note women’s leadership has often been
described as “transformational,” more likely to demonstrate a leadership style that is

14

Ramalho, Rita and Tea Trumbic. “Women Business and the Law 2020: How does the law affect
women’s economic opportunity?” January 14, 2020. https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/womenbusiness-and-law-2020-how-does-law-affect-womens-economic-opportunity. Last accessed 6 May, 2020.
This study measures how laws and regulations affect women inf 190 economies against eight indicators:
parenthood, pay, pension, marriage, workplace, assets, entrepreneurship, and mobility.
15
D'Agostino, Maria J. and Marilyn Marks Rubin, eds. Governing in a global world: women in public
service. New York, NY: Routledge, an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, 2018.
16
Paludi, Michele A. and Breena E. Coates, editors. Women as transformational leaders: from grassroots
to global interests. Santa Barbara, Calif.: Praeger, c2011, 25.
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motivational, collective, and essential to the public sector. This conversation is continued
in the final chapter of this volume, incorporating international insights and research
regarding power distance and group level collectivism into the discussion.17
In their book, Maria C. Escobar-Lemmon and Michelle M. Taylor-Robinson
analyze representation and women’s interests.

They state that “as numbers of

women increase in the political elite, diversity among women in the state is also likely to
increase, in demographic terms, producing increased diversity in the resulting
women’s interests seeking representation.”18 The diversity of women’s interests—along
intersectional, partisan, and ideological lines—is likely to produce a range of cooperation
and conflict among women within the state. Carefully plotting women’s interests, in their
full range, will help us find the path, or paths, to their political representation.19
Pamela Marie Paxton and Melanie M. Hughes dive deeper into the area of gender
roles in politics with a global perspective, asserting that women view social problems
differently than men do; furthermore, women seem to do a better job instinctively seeing
the special needs or interests of women. 20 They introduce “The Women Power Index” and
calculate that overall, the world’s population is governed by national legislatures that are
14.4% women.21 Paxton and Hughes devote a chapter of their book to regional variation
in terms of the obstacles faced by women and the avenues open to women to pursue
political inclusion. These regions include: Western industrialized countries (Canada, U.S.,
Northern and Western Europe, Australia, New Zealand), Eastern Europe and Central Asia,

17

Ibid., 244.
Escobar-Lemmon, Maria C. and Michelle M. Taylor-Robinson. Representation: the case of women.
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2014), 40.
19
Ibid.
20
Paxton, Pamela Marie, and Melanie M Hughes. Women, Politics, and Power: a Global Perspective. (Los
Angeles: Pine Forge Press, 2007), 204.
21
Ibid., 310.
18
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Latin America and the Caribbean, Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and the Pacific Islands, and
the Middle East and North Africa.
With Latin America as their regional interest, Magda Hinojosa and Project Muse
present data on the disproportional presence of women in elected office and argue for
studying the role that candidate selection plays in determining how women fare
politically.22 Examining the status of women politicians in Singapore, Netina Tan provides
insights into gender quotas and also into centralized candidate selection.23 She notes that
women are still noticeably absent in higher politics and the need for investment in
recruitment, training, and nominating women. Anne Marie Goetz and Shireen Hassim’s
collection of essays also have a regional focus, highlighting Uganda and South Africa as
case studies to identify conditions favoring the political effectiveness of women, given the
unprecedented number of women in politics in these countries. 24 Hermann Thiel, too,
contributes to the literature with his study of popular perceptions in female representation
and public policy in Namibia.25 He finds that such public perceptions do not vary
significantly and suggests further examination at the elite level.
Valerie R. O’Regan focuses on industrialized nations to show that gender matters,
as demonstrated by female policymakers’ influence.26 She examines the relationship
between female policymakers and outcome, finding that women tend to be most interested

22

Hinojosa, Magda, and Project Muse. Selecting Women, Electing Women Political Representation and
Candidate Selection in Latin America. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2012) 15.
23
Tan, Netina. “Party Quotas and Rising Women Politicians in Singapore.” Politics & Gender 11, no. 1
(2015): 196.
24
Goetz, Anne Marie and Shireen Hassim edited by No shortcuts to power: African women in politics
and policy making. (London; New York: Zed Books; New York: Distributed in the USA exclusively by
Palgrave, 2003), ix.
25
Thiel, Hermann. Men for war, women for children: popular perceptions on female representation and
public policy. Windhoek, Namibia: Institute for Public Policy Research, no. 18 (2003): 2-4.
26
O'Regan, Valerie R. Gender matters: female policymakers' influence in industrialized nations.
(Westport, Conn.; London: Praeger, 2000), chapter 18.
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in issues that deal with nurturance and protection of children, with the family, and with
society as a whole. Her research shows that women consistently rank issues dealing with
employment equality, compassion toward the disadvantaged, protection from domestic
violence, care for the elderly and children, and protection from exploitation as more worthy
of attention than do men.

O’Regan also points to a few societies, primarily the

Scandinavian countries, that consider family service, day care, education, and medical
services to be national interests rather than women’s issues/interests.
Of the industrialized nations, Sylvia Bashekin takes up the case of the United States,
discussing women as foreign policy leaders. She examines the influence of female
decision-makers, notably their ability to make a measurable difference to the understanding
and practice of national security policy. She also analyzes leaders’ actions with respect to
matters of war and women’s rights.27 Saskia Brechenmacher proposes that the continued
underrepresentation of women in foreign policy circles endangers the U.S. government’s
comprehension of national security issues. Select women have reached visible leadership
roles, though systemic underrepresentation of women remains intact. She underscores that,
“recent political science research underscores the gender dimensions of pressing national
security challenges,” and “gender is crucial to understanding the recruitment strategies and
violent tactics of rebel groups such as Boko Haram, as well as patterns of infection and
death during the Ebola crisis.”28 Gender analysis must not be dismissed as a “women’s
issue” and sidelined from challenging security issues, in conclusion.

27

Bashevkin, Sylvia. Women as foreign policy leaders: national security and gender politics in
superpower America. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2018): introduction.
28
Brechenmacher, Saskia. “Here’s Why closing the Foreign Policy Gender Gap Matters.” New America
Weekly. March 16, 2017. https://carnegieendowment.org/2017/03/16/here-s-why-closing-foreign-policygender-gap-matters-pub-68325 last accessed April 19, 2019.
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Regarding constraints to women elected to public office in the U.S., Margaret M.
Conway offers three explanations for women’s low rates of elected office: cultural, skills
acquisition, and the roles of gatekeepers. She observes that, in contrast to the U.S., most
other democracies’ political party organization leaders determine who can run for office.
Conway also confirms the findings discussed above with regard to perceived gender roles
in politics: “women are generally perceived as better able to handle domestic policy issues,
such as education and social welfare, while men are viewed as better at dealing with policy
issues such as finance, foreign policy, and national security.”29
Examples of women political leaders from Western industrialized countries, Africa,
and Asia are analyzed in Jean E. Krasno and Sean LaPides’s collection of personality
studies.

From these cases, it’s possible to observe a range of management styles,

worldviews, motives, and decision-making skills among a sample of women political
leaders.30 These women leaders include: Margaret Thatcher, Golda Meir, Angela Merkel,
Benazir Bhutto, and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf.
Grasping current gender inequality at the regional and global level through data
collection, the Gender Inequality Index measures reproductive health, empowerment, and
economic status.31 By country and by region, it’s possible to see the gender inequality
value assigned; the lower the number, the more equality between genders. The share of
seats in parliament shows the percentage held by women in every country and region, an
indicator of women’s political participation and leadership.

Conway, M. Margaret. “Women and Political Participation.” Political Science Politics, vol. 34, no. 2,
(2001): 232–233.
30
Krasno and LaPides, p.1.
31
UNDP Human Development Reports, Gender Inequality Index (GII)
http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/GII Last accessed April 19, 2020.
29
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This study complements the preceding writings by synthesizing their salient points,
bringing together facets of women’s global political leadership under one study. Its goal
is to contribute to the body of literature capturing the evolving phenomenon that is
women’s global political leadership, to raise awareness, appreciation, and consciousness
of women’s voices and representation at the international level.
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Chapter III – Cultural Constraints, Egalitarian Policies, and Female Leader
Emergence

It is globally accepted that leadership is masculine, whether that acceptance is tacit
or explicit, unconscious or conscious. This ideological disposition has its origin in the
family unit, in the community, and may permeate a culture, country, and beyond. With
regards to gender roles and sex stereotyping, such a disposition has a powerful influence
upon how girls and women perceive themselves as leaders, as well as how society perceives
them as leaders.

Sex stereotyping assumes that masculine and feminine traits are

intertwined with leadership.32 Hence, the bias leveled against women stems from the
perception that femininity inherently produces weak leadership.33 Due to the aggressive
and competitive nature of politics, many insist that participation in elected office requires
masculine traits. Sex stereotyping is far from being a historical narrative. The pressure is
on female candidates, rather than male ones, to enhance their masculine traits in order to
garner support from voters who identify with socially constructed gender roles.
Role congruity theory proposes that perceived incongruity between the female
gender role and leadership roles leads to two forms of prejudice: (a) perceiving women less
favorably than men as potential occupants of leadership roles and (b) evaluating behavior
that fulfills the prescriptions of a leader role less favorably when it is enacted by a woman.34
One consequence is that attitudes are less positive toward female than male leaders and

32

Kittilson, Miki C.; Fridkin, Kim (September 2008). "Gender, candidate portrayals and election
campaigns: a comparative perspective". Politics and Gender. 4 (3): 373.
33
MacIvor, Heather (1996), "Women's participation in politics", in MacIvor, Heather (ed.), Women and
politics in Canada: an introductory text, Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, p. 242.
34
Eagly, Alice H. and Steven J. Karau. “Role Congruity Theory of prejudice Toward Female Leaders,”
Psychological Review 2002, Vol.109, No. 3, 573-598, 573.
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potential leaders. Other consequences are that it is more difficult for women to become
leaders and to achieve success in leadership roles.

Cultural constraints on Female Leader Emergence
Women, historically less represented than men in leadership positions, emerge as
leaders in some societies more than others.35 Differences in values, practices, or gender
roles usually explain this phenomenon. However, arguably, it is the strength of a culture’s
norms and social sanctions that preserve and perpetuate these cultural elements.36 A
culture’s “tightness” resists change to practices that have historically placed men in
leadership positions and yields fewer women in top leadership positions. Cultural tightness
also moderates the degree to which egalitarian practices that treat genders equally lead
women to emerge as leaders.37

Tight cultures implement differences in egalitarian

practices more strongly than in “loose” cultures. Emergence of women as leaders, thus, is
stronger in some nations than in others.38
Cultural differences in egalitarianism beliefs about gender are more likely to predict
women leader emergence if they are also culturally tight, compared to cultures with gender
egalitarian beliefs, yet are culturally loose.39 Egalitarian practices are associated with a
greater emergence of women as leaders when a culture is tight rather than loose. In sum,

35

Toh, Soo Min, and Geoffrey J. Leonardelli. Cultural constraints on the emergence of women as leaders.
Journal of World Business (2012), 1-8, 1.
36
Ibid.
37
Ibid.
38
World Bank. (2011). Gender statistics on women’s empowerment. Retrieved from http://
web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTGENDER/EXTANATOOLS/
EXTSTATINDDATA/EXTGENDERSTATS/0,contentMDK:21438792 menuPK: 7820807
pagePK:64168445 piPK:64168309 theSitePK:3237336,00.html
39
Toh and Leonardelli, p. 4.
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cultural tightness is negatively related to women leadership emergence, particularly when
such a culture’s practices favor men over women leaders.40
Consider Norway and Germany, both tight cultures. In Norway, a substantial
change in the perception of the male and female stereotypes has occurred. Stereotypes of
women in Norway have become more favorable with stereotypes of women viewed as
more active and strong, whereas the stereotypes of men became less active and strong.41
Although a culturally tight country, Norway ranks high in terms of gender egalitarianism.
It has among the most ambitious equal opportunity legislation in the world.42 In addition
to these legislative and normative initiatives, Norwegians hold implicit leadership
prototypes that are androgynous or unisex, with no clear sex-typing of managerial
positions.43 In Germany, however, a country that is culturally tight but low in gender
egalitarianism, the emergence of women as leaders has not been as favorable.44
Relative to Norway, other European countries with similarly ambitious equal
opportunity laws, such as Spain and France, have not seen as significant improvements in
the emergence of women as leaders. The looseness of these cultures may be preventing
the swift and effective implementation of egalitarian practices, thus inhibiting women
leaders from emerging.45 Even in the most egalitarian of societies, societal values and
practices did not reach the point of equality or yield ratings favoring women over men.

40

Ibid., p 7.
Ibid.
42
Ibid.
43
Ibid. In fact, it has been suggested that a new implicit contract has been formed between Norwegian men
and women in the workplace that institutes equality between the sexes.
44
Ibid.
45
Ibid.
41
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Countries in the Middle East, Confucian Asia, and Germanic Europe reported the lowest
levels of gender egalitarian practices.46
Gerard Hendrik (Geert) Hofstede, a Dutch social psychologist, developed a cultural
dimensions theory in the 20th century describing national cultures along six dimensions.
One of these dimensions is masculinity, defined as the extent to which the use of force is
endorsed socially.47 In a masculine society, men are supposed to be tough, and roles are
openly gendered. In a feminine society, the genders are emotionally close, roles are less
gendered, and competing is not openly endorsed. A cross-reference of these countries,
countries with egalitarian laws, and countries where female leaders have emerged, would
be very interesting.48

46

Ibid., 8.
Please see Figure 3 for a list of countries and their masculinity-femininity ranking.
48
Please see Figures 4 and 5 for countries where women have and have not been heads of governments and
states.
47
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Egalitarian Practices and Policies that Support Female Leader Emergence
Egalitarian practices, or lack thereof, are the starting point with regards to female
leader emergence. A culture’s tightness, beliefs, and values moderate these practices and
influence practice implementation. If there are no egalitarian practices to begin with, there
is little to no chance of female leader emergence. According to the World Bank, in 2020,
women have three-fourths the legal rights of men.49
Inequality between the sexes is pervasive politically, legally, economically, and
socially. Whether in developing nations or developed ones, the practice of unequal pay
epitomizes the difference in value placed upon men’s and women’s work, contributions to
society, and one’s gender, itself. Many improvements are needed in policy and practice
areas related to gender, globally: the elimination of gender-based violence, parental leave
and childcare, pensions, gender-equality laws, and electoral reform.
The World Bank used eight indicators to analyze legal differences between men
and women covering 50 years, 190 economies, and 35 aspects of the law: mobility,
workplace, pay, marriage, parenthood, entrepreneurship, assets, and pension. From 2017
– 2019, 16 countries implemented reforms related to laws affecting women’s work after
having children, actualizing some change to their maternity, paternity or parental leave
policies.50 40 economies enacted 62 reforms in several gender-relate areas, with the
majority taking place in Middle East and North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa. At the
same time, three economies implemented changes that reduced equality: Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Moldova, and West Bank and Gaza.

49
50

Ramalho and Trumbic.
Ibid.
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While there was considerable progress, especially in improving women’s ability to
enter and remain in the labor force, the Middle East and North Africa remains the region
with the lowest average score. In Africa, countries updated old laws from the 1950s and
1960s, and new labor codes were adopted in countries transitioning out of conflict.51 The
economies that improved the most on the World Bank’s index are Saudi Arabia, United
Arab Emirates, Nepal, South Sudan, Sao Tome and Principe, Bahrain, Democratic
Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Jordan and Tunisia – but there is still significant room for
improvement in many of these countries.52
Pay is one of the indicator areas where there is room to improve. Twelve economies
improved their laws in the area of pay. Since 2017, seven economies from all regions
except Europe and Central Asia introduced legislation mandating employers to grant equal
remuneration to women and men for work of equal value. Germany and Iceland also have
introduced innovative laws that tackle the wage gap. In Germany, certain companies with
more than 500 employees must publish reports on their efforts to promote equal pay. In
Iceland, companies employing 25 or more workers are now required to obtain equal pay
certification from the government. Nonetheless, in ninety economies, restrictions remain
on the types of jobs women can hold. Less than half of the economies have legislation
requiring equal renumeration for equal value.
Very few reforms were made in the area of assets between 2017 and 2019.
Reforms related to property ownership and inheritance are the most difficult to pass,
especially in economies where social norms dictate how assets are passed to surviving
spouses and children. Côte d’Ivoire did grant spouses equal rights to own and manage

51
52

Ibid.
Ibid.

19

property during marriage.

Equalizing women’s rights to own, manage, and inherit

property, however, increases their ability to start and grow businesses because access to
assets gives them the collateral needed to secure credit.53

53

Ibid.
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Chapter IV – Women’s Political Participation and Representation in Politics

As discussed, egalitarian practices, mediated by various factors, lay the foundation
for women’s empowerment economically, politically, and socially in a country. Women
have become increasingly involved in local, state, and national politics on all continents.
Equal representation is far from a reality; however, the visibility of women in politics is
changing how many women perceive themselves. Though constituting only 7% of global
leaders, female leadership is slowly becoming more accepted, even at the international
level, which has conventionally always been the space of men.
International affairs is the interaction between countries’ governments; examining
one government is insufficient. It is the study of the interconnectedness of politics, history,
economics, and law on a global level. The head of state, usually in the Presidential system,
formally represents the people of a nation, while a head of government, often in the
parliamentary system, is the leader of the ruling party and the chief of the executive branch.
Both hold an enormous amount of power and influence, symbolically and in practice.
Women become prime ministers more often than they become presidents. Part of
the differences in these roads to power is that prime ministers are elected by political party
members themselves while presidents are elected by the public. There have only been 147
female heads of state or government in history. In the political sphere, the entry of women
into political life as voters and political subjects, an international phenomenon, was one of
the most marked changes of the twentieth century.54 Women have acquired greater
prominence as international actors, especially concerning war and peace, economic and
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social development, and in the growth of the women’s movement itself which has spread
throughout the developed and developing worlds.55
In 1990, the United Nations called for women to hold 30 percent, “a critical mass,”
of parliamentary seats; only 26 out of 189 countries reached this mark by 2010. Despite
women constituting more than 50 per cent of the world’s population, as of 2017, only two
of 195 countries and territories had parliaments comprising of 50 per cent women.56 In
2013, women accounted for 8% of all national leaders and 2% of all presidential posts.57
Furthermore, 75% of all female prime ministers and presidents have taken office in the past
two decades. As of December 2018, the global participation rate of women in nationallevel parliaments is 24.1%58 The Council of Foreign Relations (CFR) Women and Foreign
Policy Program has created the “Women’s Power Index,” which ranks 193 UN member
states on their progress toward gender parity in political participation.59 A score of 100
represents women having at least 50 percent representation in all level of government. CFR
found 176 countries have a score lower than 50, and 17 countries have a score of 50 or
greater.
Even once elected, women tend to hold lesser valued cabinet ministries or similar
positions.

These are sometimes described as "soft industries" and include health,

education, and welfare. Far less often do women hold executive decision-making authority
in more powerful domains or those that are associated with traditional notions of
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masculinity, such as finance and the military. Typically, the more powerful the institution,
the less likely it is that women's interests will be represented. Additionally, in more
autocratic nations, women are less likely to have their interests represented.60 Many
women attain political standing due to kinship ties, as they have male family members who
are involved in politics. These women tend to be from higher income, higher status
families and thus may not be as focused on the issues faced by lower income families. In
the United States, the lower end of the professional ladder contains a higher proportion of
women, while the upper level contains a higher proportion of men.61 Research shows that
women are underrepresented in head positions in state agencies making up only 18% of
congress and 15% of corporate board positions.

Regional and National Variation
Large differences exist between countries. While it would be logical to assume that
those countries with the most advantageous conditions would also produce a majority of
the world’s women leaders, there is no such pattern and, therefore, fails to explain women’s
success, and lack thereof, in obtaining the highest levels of political leadership within a
country.62 Women have long struggled in more developed countries to become president
or prime minister. Israel elected its first female prime minister in 1969 but has never done
so again. The United States, on the other hand, has had no female presidents, and it lags
behind the global average of 24.1% of lower house seats won by women.63 When women
60
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do gain any level of representation it is in the fields of health, welfare, and labor. They are
seen to be addressing issues labeled as feminine.64
Sri Lanka has quite low female participation rates in parliament compared with
Rwanda, Cuba, and Bolivia, where female representation rates are the highest. 65 Three of
the top ten countries in 2019 were in Latin America (Bolivia, Cuba, and Mexico), and the
Americas have seen the greatest aggregate change over the past 20 years.66 The rest of the
top 10 is rounded out by two more African nations – Namibia (46.2%) and South Africa
(42.7%) – and, perhaps unsurprisingly, Sweden (46.1%), the world’s first self-proclaimed
“feminist” government. The current annual growth rate of women in national parliaments
is about 0.5% worldwide. At this rate, gender parity in national legislatures will not be
achieved until 2068.
The Nordic group of countries leads the way in female representation in parliament
with 42.3% of seats, followed by the Americas (30.3%), the rest of Europe (26.5%) and
sub-Saharan Africa (23.8%). Asia (19.7%) and the Arab states (18.7%) lag well below the
global average, and it is the Pacific nations (15.5%) which have the worst record.67 There
are only two other countries with more women in parliament than men – Cuba (53.2%) and
Bolivia (53.1%).
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Quotas
Quotas have been undertaken by several political parties and several governments,
in particular of the parliamentary form. They are a common factor in many of the electoral
systems with more women as legislators and MPs.68 The first country in the world to
introduce a gender quota by law was Argentina in 1991. Since then, the legal requirement
for parties to put forward a certain proportion of female candidates has become common
across Latin America, and beyond.

Many other countries have adopted different

approaches with the same aim, either reserving seats for women (for example, China,
Pakistan and many Arab nations), or by political parties voluntarily adopting their own
quotas (as in much of Europe).
Quotas have certainly had a dramatic impact on Rwandan politics. In the 1990s,
on average 18% of parliamentary seats were held by women. The constitution of
2003 mandated 30% of elected posts be held by women. By 2008, women made up more
than half of Rwanda’s parliament, and that proportion rose to nearly two thirds in the 2013
election. Over the last 20 years huge steps have been made towards greater female
representation. In 1997, women only held more than 30% of seats in Sweden, Norway,
Finland, Denmark and the Netherlands. Now there are 49 countries where that barrier has
been broken. But since 2015, progress has stalled – and in some cases gone into reverse.69
Recruiting and training women to enter international affairs can be complementary
to quotas. Where the real problem lies is at the election and appointment levels. Electoral
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processes must be examined across the world, and it must be recognized that democracy
does not ensure women’s political participation.70 It is imperative that those in the position
to appoint must take gender into consideration.

Bureau of International Information Programs, United States Department of State. “Global Women’s
Issues: Women in the World Today, extended version.” Bureau of International Information Programs,
United States Department of State: January 2012. Accessed May 12, 2019.
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Chapter V – Women’s Leadership: A Diversity of Style and Substance

The countries led by women presidents and prime ministers are as diverse as the
women themselves. Interestingly, few of the countries that are frequently cited as most
progressive in advancing women’s representation at lower levels, such as the United States
and the Scandinavian countries, are among those that have actually elected global women
leaders.71 Women lead or have led countries that are among both the economically most
advantaged (including Canada, France, Great Britain, Iceland, Norway, and Switzerland)
and least advantaged (including Bangladesh, the Central African Republic, Haiti, Pakistan,
and Sri Lanka). Women have led countries that are both among the largest in the world in
population (India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan) and geography (Brazil, Canada and
Argentina) and among the smallest, again both in population (Dominica, Iceland, and the
Netherlands- Antilles) and geography (Dominica and the Netherlands-Antilles). Similarly,
women have led countries with long traditions of democracy, as well as those with almost
no democratic tradition whatsoever.72
The pattern of diversity continues with such social indicators as literacy. Women
have led six of the 25 countries in the world that have literacy rates between 99% and 100%
(Iceland, France, Norway, Poland, Switzerland, and Great Britain) along with three
countries that are among the 25 countries with the world’s lowest literacy rates (Central
African Republic: 18%; Haiti: 21%; and Bangladesh: 24%). Similarly, women have led
five of the countries that rank in the world’s top ten on life expectancy (Iceland, Norway,
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Switzerland, Israel, and Canada) and one of the 25 countries with the world’s lowest life
expectancy (Central African Republic).73
Whereas the dominant pattern is a lack of pattern, the set of countries that the
women have led is slightly skewed toward those that are more advantaged and more
important. For example, as suggested above, women lead or have led four of the world’s
top 20 countries as measured by GNP per capita (Switzerland, Canada, Norway, Brazil and
Iceland) and only one of the bottom 20 (Bangladesh). In contrast to the fact that only 7%
of countries today have women leaders, women lead or have led 50% of countries with the
highest life expectancy, 36% of the most populous countries, 33% of both the
geographically largest and the most urban countries, 25% of those with the highest literacy
rates, and 20% of those with the world’s highest GNP per capita.74

Commonalities Among Women Leaders
Very few studies have focused on female leadership. What does female leadership
look like, if anything? Journalist Sharmila Ganesan asks if there is something women
leaders share, despite their vastly different cultural and political contexts.75 Women leaders
in China and the United Arab Emirates, for example, have shared how they were
encouraged around the family dinner table, particularly by their fathers, to speak up. These
similarities have been further substantiated by women in Uganda, Tunisia, and India.
Father figures who empowered the women in the family, coupled with mothers, aunts, and
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grandmothers who displayed leadership in the family contributed to early leadership
lessons for women leaders across these countries.76
Leadership development for women is emergent, while for men it is strategic and
more linear.77 Women are more likely to enter public life via activism, a grassroots route,
often to work on a problem that is meaningful to them.78 In terms of standards, women
feel a shared sense of being held to higher standards than men, more so in countries with
significant gender equality: “ . . . men are not faced with the suspicion that they can’t be
good leaders simply because they are men.”79

Women Political Leaders – A Sample
Women may share commonalities and face similar challenges when emerging as
leaders; however, women differ in how they lead. For example, Margaret Thatcher, first
female Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, and Golda Meir, first and only female
Prime Minister of Israel, demonstrated controlling, authoritarian decision-making traits in
office, perhaps a result of their intensely strict upbringing.80 In contrast, Angela Merkel,
first female Chancellor of Germany; Benazir Bhutto, first female President of Pakistan and
within the Muslim world; and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, first female President of Liberia and
on the continent of Africa present themselves as flexible and pragmatic leaders, tolerant of
different points of view and a high level of self-esteem. It’s clear from this small sample
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that female global political leaders possess a variety of management styles, worldviews,
motives, and decision-making skills.81 No two female global political leaders lead alike.

Policy Outcomes: Do Female Political Leaders Benefit Female Constituents?
There have been differing results between studies that looked at the significance of
women's representation on actual policy outcomes. Though women in the United States
are more likely to identify as feminists, a 2014 study looking at the United States finds "no
effect of gender . . . on policy outcomes."82 83 A 2012 study finds mixed evidence that the
share of female councilors in Sweden affected conditions for women citizens, such as
women's income, unemployment, health, and parental leave.84 A 2015 study in Sweden
said that: "The findings show that female legislators defend feminist interests more than
their male colleagues but that they only marginally respond to women's electoral
preferences."85 A 2016 study looking at African politicians finds "gender differences in
policy priorities [to be] quite small on average, vary across policy domains and
countries".86
Benazir Bhutto and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf exemplify female leaders who made a
difference for women in their respective countries. Prime Minister Bhutto of India
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supported women’s right to work and to choose employment. She worked to repeal all
discriminatory laws against women, freed many women from prison, and promoted female
literacy and education. As a result of her policies, 1000,000 women were trained to work
in rural areas in health and family planning. Prime Minister Bhutto also prevented Sharia
law from becoming the law of the land, which would have had an extremely discriminatory
impact upon women.87
Women played a key role in electing Ellen Johnson Sirleaf to the Liberian
presidency in 2006. In 2011, President Sirleaf was awarded the Noble Peace Prize for her
achievements working to improve the lives of women. When she was President, she
focused on educating girls, and as a consequence of her efforts, infant mortalities declined
from 152 to 74 per thousand births. She also promoted women’s leadership by including
women in high positions in the government to head the ministries of commerce, justice,
finance, youth and sports, gender and development.88
Many women global leaders are working towards supporting more women
in international leadership roles and increasing their visibility. Created in 1996 by Vigdís
Finnbogadóttir, the first woman in the world to be democratically elected President in
Iceland, the Council of Women World Leaders is a network of 75 current and former
Presidents and Prime Ministers. It is the only organization in the world dedicated to women
heads of state and government.89 Women Political Leaders (WPL) is another global
network of female politicians: Ministers, Members of Parliaments, and Mayors. Its mission
is to increase both the number and the influence of women in political leadership
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positions.90 These organizations reassure future global women leaders that they are not
alone.
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Chapter VI – Conclusion

Societal factors that can either help or hinder female leader emergence include
cultural constraints such as sex stereotyping and steadfast adherence to traditional gender
roles. Other factors include family practices, and general measures of economic wellbeing, for example, per capita GNP; educational level, such as literacy rates; and physical
well-being, such as life expectancy. The legal and religious climate of the country also
influence female leader emergence, captured by indicators such as laws and socio-religious
traditions supporting, or failing to support, women’s equal rights and participation in
society.91
Women leaders have arisen in developing, underdeveloped, and developed
countries. Via the mechanism of quotas or otherwise, women’s representation continues
to increase, not without stalling or decreasing from time to time. On the international stage,
women have proven themselves capable of effective leadership, whether exhibiting
authoritarian or flexible and pragmatic ones.

Fred Halliday concluded that there are at

least four distinct ways in which issues pertaining to women and the international arena
have received greater recognition in recent years:
. . . through the encounter of feminism with international theory;
through growing recognition of the gender-specific consequences of
a range of international processes; through the emergence of women
as distinct actors on the international scene; and through an
increased awareness of the gender component of many policy
issues.92
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At the level of global leadership, a head of state or government is the embodiment
of the highest authority in her own state and is the outward, internationally facing
representative of that country.

Women’s descriptive and substantive absence from

international affairs at the leadership level calls into question the legitimacy of a field where
women are mainly sidelined, their participation relegated to much less than 50 percent,
despite women comprising more than 50 percent of the world’s population. If women
continue to be underrepresented in international political leadership, creativity and
innovation from over 50 percent of the world’s population will be underappreciated,
overlooked, and unrealized at considerable economic, political, and social costs. In
addition, if women continue to be underrepresented in international political leadership and
women’s experiences, perspectives, and voices dismissed and diminished, national and
international security will be potentially undermined.
If women are fairly represented in international political leadership, gender and
gender equality may be taken more seriously across subject matter areas, from security to
policymaking. If women become fairly represented in international political leadership, it
has been shown that peace negotiations are more likely to succeed and a peace agreement
more likely to be implemented.93

When fairly represented in international political

leadership, women can challenge and change the international affairs culture, making it
less hostile to women and serving as visible role models to other women.

Fair

representation limits negative stereotypes, helps dismantle social roles, and challenges
prevailing biases about gender roles, “power,” “expertise,” and “credibility.”
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Way forward
The United Nations has identified six avenues by which female participation in
politics and government may be strengthened: equalization of educational opportunities,
quotas for female participation in governing bodies, legislative reform to increase focus on
issues concerning women and children, financing gender-responsive budgets to equally
take into account the needs of men and women, increasing the presence of sexdisaggregated statistics in national research/data, and furthering the presence and agency
of grassroots women's empowerment movements.94 The current Secretary-General of the
United Nations António Guterres appointed women as the majority of his cabinet,
implementing gender parity at the highest levels. Deputy Secretary-General Amina
Mohammed has placed gender equality as a top priority, within and outside the United
Nations. Indeed, scholars Jacquetta Newman and Linda White have argued that women's
participation in the realm of high politics is crucial if the goal is to affect the quality of
public policy. Public policy led by women leaders can benefit all, as during the current
pandemic, and can benefit women, in particular, as under the leadership of Benazir Bhutto
and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf.
Not only have women leaders made a difference in terms of visibility and the
quality of their judgement and decision-making, feminism is making a difference by
framing some countries’ foreign policy. During the tenure of then-Foreign Minister
Margot Wallstrom, the first feminist foreign policy debuted in Sweden in 2014, followed

Department of Economic and Social Affairs. “Achieving Gender Equality, Women’s Empowerment and
Strengthening Development Cooperation.” Dialogues and the Economic and Social Council, United
Nations, 2010. https://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/docs/pdfs/1050143_(e)_(desa)dialogues_ecosoc_achieving_gender_equality_women_empowerment.pdf
94

35

by Canada in 2017 and Mexico in 2020. France and Luxembourg are developing similar
policies.95 According to Christopher Ballinas Valdes, the director-general for human rights
and democracy at the Mexican foreign ministry, Mexico’s feminist foreign policy is based
on the following five principles:
Conducting all aspects of foreign policy with the intent to advance gender
equality and a feminist agenda; achieving gender parity at all levels of
staff in the foreign ministry; combatting all forms of gender-based
violence, including within the ministry; making equality visible; and
practicing intersectional feminism, which is to say, an approach that
values not only women’s rights but also other intersecting social,
economic, and environmental justice issues.96
It is hoped that these principles become practices. As Madsen put it, “Bottom line, what
leadership looks like in their country, how much of a voice the women leaders are having,
influences what leadership is and what it means to its women.”97

Policy recommendations
Gender role rigidity needs further loosening inasmuch as possible from a child’s
birth. This way, an even playing field may be created and equal opportunities may be
enjoyed by all genders, and women global leaders will have a better chance to emerge. To
achieve this:
•

Minimize gendered expectations of girls, such as domestic and care responsibilities.
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•

Promote girls’ and women’s economic independence by providing teaching and
training in entrepreneurship, finance, and business.

•

Support needs related to menstruation and pregnancy.

•

Ensure laws have a gender-neutral impact.

•

Eliminate violence against women and girls.

•

Ensure women’s property rights, including the right to own their home and financial
assets.

There have been many arguments saying the plurality-majority voting system is a
disadvantage to the chance that women get into office. Some voting systems are built so
that a party that gains 25% of the votes gains 25% of the seats. In these processes, a
political party feels obligated to balance the representation within their votes between
genders, increasing women's activity in political standing. A plurality-majority system,
such as the one the United States, United Kingdom, and India has, only allows single
candidate elections, and thus allows political parties to entirely dictate regions'
representatives even if they only control a small majority of the vote.
To facilitate a gender-balanced electoral system and increase women’s
participation at the local to international levels:
•

Establish list-proportional systems where small parties are able to gain
representation, and parties have an incentive to broaden their overall electoral
appeal by making their candidate lists as diverse as possible.98
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•

Ensure gender parity in all levels of government and political parties.99

•

Increase female representation quotas to 50% in governments that have
implemented these measures, to ensure mirror representation of the female
population.
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Figure 1. Current Female Heads of State or Government, as of April 1, 2020.100

Country

Name

Title

*Bolivia

Jeanine Áñez

Acting President

Bangladesh

Sheikh Hasina

Prime Minister

Barbados

Mia Mottley

Prime Minister

Belgium

Sophie Wilmès

Prime Minister

Denmark

Mette Frederiksen

Prime Minister

Estonia

Kersti Kaljulaid

President

Ethiopia

Sahle-Work Zewde

President

Finland

Sanna Marin

Prime Minister

Georgia

Salome Zurabishvili

President

Germany

Angela Merkel

Chancellor

Greece

Katerina Sakellaropoulou

President

Iceland

Katrín Jakobsdóttir

Prime Minister

Nepal

Bidhya Devi Bhandari

President

New Zealand

Jacinda Ardern

Prime Minister

Vogelstein, Rachel B. and Alexandra Bro, “Women’s Power Index”, Women and Foreign Policy
Program, Council of Foreign Relations. January 30, 2020. https://www.cfr.org/article/womens-powerindex. Last accessed May 9, 2020.
100

39

Country

Name

Title

Norway

Erna Solberg

Prime Minister

Serbia

Ana Brnabić

Prime Minister

Singapore

Halimah Yacob

President

Slovakia

Zuzana Čaputová

President

Switzerland

Simonetta Sommaruga

President

Trinidad and Tobago

Paula-Mae Weekes

President

*Jeanine
Áñez
is
currently
acting
president
of
Bolivia.
†Tsai Ing-wen is currently serving as the president of Taiwan, which is not a UN member
state.
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Figure 2. Women’s political participation, as of 1 March 2020. The data in these tables
has been compiled by the Inter-Parliamentary Union on the basis of information provided
by national parliaments.
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Figure 3. Countries and their masculinity ratings. Gender is rated on a scale of 1 to 100
with 1 being most feminine and 100 being most masculine. The most feminine country is
Sweden (with a rating of 5) and the most masculine country is Japan (rating of 95). No
country is 100% masculine or feminine, rather most sway largely towards one gender.
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Figure 4. Geert Hofstede’s Masculinity Cultural Dimension map.

Figure 5. Countries that have had a female political leader.
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Figure 5. Countries that have not had a female political leader.
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