
Societies thrive when their equal 
rights, opportunities for growth, fair 
representation and participation 
in decision-making processes are 
ensured. The principle of political 
equality is enshrined in the UN 
Charter, UN Declaration of Human 
Rights, Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action. Achieving 
gender equality is also affirmed as 
a precondition in the Sustainable 
Development Goals, especially in 
SDG 5 and 16. The Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Association (CPA) 
and its Commonwealth Women 
Parliamentarians (CWP) network also 
play an integral part towards this global 
endeavour.

The world has witnessed substantial 
gains in the representation of women 
in national Parliaments i.e. from 11.3% 
in 1995 to 27.2% in 2025.1 However, 
the pace of progress has slowed in 
recent years. Women’s participation is 
hindered by a range of structural and 
institutional barriers that limit their role 
in political and public life. Procedures, 
policies and cultures sometimes act 
as barriers to participation in decision 
making process. Women frequently 
struggle to be nominated, let alone 
elected as political parties prefer 
male candidates to contest elections. 
Structural barriers include outmoded 
work practices and workplaces that fail 
to be gender-neutral, and influential 
groups that benefit people who have 
been there the longest rather than 
those who need it the highest.2 The 
modern era of digitalisation has added 
to the misery politicians as violence 
now comes from social media.

Inequalities in Parliaments cannot 
be attributed to a single factor. Multiple 
factors such as procedures, structures, 

power relations and experiences affect 
gender equality in many parliamentary 
setups. Since such inequalities are 
multifaceted, the intersectionality 
approach provides a comprehensive 
framework to analyse and reform the 
systems by addressing underlying 
barriers.

The concept of intersectionality was 
first introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw 
in 1989. Organisations often do not 
have a clear understanding of what 
intersectionality means. Inclusion 
strategies often follow traditional 
patterns without realising that gender 
diversity policies do not work the same 
way for everyone. 

According to Bowleg 
“Intersectionality is a theoretical 
framework for understanding how 
multiple social identities such as 
race, gender, sexual orientation, 
socio-economic status and disability 
intersect at the micro level of individual 
experience to reflect interlocking 
systems of privilege and oppression 
(i.e., racism, sexism, heterosexism, 
classism) at the macro social structural 
level.”3 

Gender sensitive policies may have 
distinct results for individuals from 
minority and privileged classes. Thus, 
Parliaments must reconsider embracing 
intersectionality at the organisational, 
structural, systemic and policy process 
levels in order to become more 
responsive and inclusive for all.

Gender Sensitivity Strategies for 
Parliaments
Members of Parliament across the 
globe can reflect on the global best 
practices to chalk out a strategy 
for realising gender sensitivity in 
Parliaments. In order to be inclusive, 

Parliaments must possess forward 
looking leadership. As there are 
many interconnected challenges, 
efforts to break them down should 
also be comprehensive. Drawing 
inspiration from the IPU Gender-
Sensitive Parliaments (2011) and CPA 
Gender Sensitising Guidelines (2020), 
a conceptual model of adoption of 
intersectionality in Parliaments is 
presented at Figure 1, with a focus on 
four areas where Parliaments can bring 
reforms. 

1. Representational Reforms
The introduction of quotas is one of 
the easiest routes to remedying lower 
proportion of Parliamentarians. This 
can be done by either amending 
the Constitution or the relevant 
laws. Enshrining gender-sensitive 
measures in the Constitution offers 
a comparatively fixed foundation for 
gender equality as they’re sacrosanct 
and difficult to amend. 

Rwanda is a good example with its 
Constitution requiring 30% of decision 
making positions in state organs to 
be filled by women. In South Africa 
equality before the law is enshrined in 
the Constitution. Therefore, Parliaments 
must also reserve a specific number of 
seats for women and allocate formal 
gender quotas in party nominations and 
local body elections.

While developing party candidates 
list, a gender balanced approach can 
be adopted. The same model can 
be replicated for internal leadership 
roles. Namibia’s zebra list is seen as 
an example of best practice due to the 
fact that Namibia’s National Assembly 
has reached ~40.6% women in the 
Parliament.4 
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Political parties can also promote 
gender equality by adopting voluntary 
party quotas. A notable example is 
Australia, where the Labor Party set a 
voluntary quota in 1994, initially aiming 
for 35% representation of women in 
winnable seats. This target was later 
revised upward to 40% in 2002, and 
further to 50% by 2025. This simple 
initiative led to 30.3% increase in 
women in the Australian House of 
Representatives in 2025 as compared 

to 8.8% in 1995.1 Parliaments must 
strategically plan a comprehensive 
strategy where political parties 
proactively allocate general seats to 
women candidates. 

2. Procedural Reforms
Parliaments may review their rules of 
procedures to eliminate implicit biases, 
ensuring equitable opportunities for 

all Members to contribute in debates 
and decision-making processes. All 
laws, policies and proposed legislative 
frameworks must be analysed from a 
gendered perspective. Parliaments 
should also prioritise strengthening 
internal mechanisms and fostering 
a zero-tolerance culture for gender-
based violence, sexual harassment and 
other forms of sexism in workplaces, 

Institutional 
Gender audits 

(structures, 
rules, 

culture)

Multipurpose 
committees

Electoral
 system 
reform 

(Proportional
Representation)

Anti-
   harassment 

framework

Strong
 reporting 

mechanisms

Extended
 maternal 

&
 parental

 leave

Workplace 
safety

Flexible 
work 

arrangements

Inclusive
 workplace 

policies

Anti
discrimination 

policies

Women
 Parliamentary

 Caucuses

Independent 
Parliamentary 

Standards 
Commission

Virtual participation 
via proxies 

during care leave

Procedural

Parliamentary 
rules of 

procedures

Rules for 
Proxy 
voting 

Gender
responsive 
budgeting

Harassment 
policies

Representational

Constitutional 
guarantees 

Gender 
quotas 

Candidate
 selection 

(zebra lists, voluntary 
quotas)

Leadership 
opportunities

Political 
party 

reforms

Committee 
participation

Social

Family 
responsibility

Cultural 
expectations

Socio
economic 

class

Community
engagement

Social 
networks

Religion

Language

Individual
Personal identity

Gender 

Life experiences

Education

Political interest

Social leadership
 aspirations

Cultural & Infrastructural 

Accessibility 

ICT
 tools 

for 
remote 

participation

Respect 
for 

diversity

Addressing sexism, homophobia, 
racism, ableism, etc.

Inclusivity

Political 
culture

Availability 
of childcare 

and
 family
 rooms

Gender equality
legislation

Gender 
analysis 
Policies

Men

 as A
llie

s

Equal 
opportunity

Ministerial 
positions

Code 
of Conduct

Im
ag

e 
cr

ed
it:

 G
lo

ba
l D

is
ab

ilit
y 

Su
m

m
it,

 B
er

lin
.

ADVANCING INCLUSIVITY IN 
PARLIAMENTS THROUGH AN 
INTERSECTIONAL APPROACH

Ms Tehseen Khalid is 
Director (Research) at 
the Pakistan Institute for 
Parliamentary Services 
(PIPS).

REPRESENTATION OF 
WOMEN IN PARLIAMENTS

REPRESENTATION OF 
WOMEN IN PARLIAMENTS

Figure 1: Conceptual Intersectionality model for advancing inclusivity in Parliaments.
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public spaces and online. Parliaments 
must enforce rules and policies to 
prevent sexual harassment and 
discrimination of women within 
parliamentary spaces. Parliaments 
should ensure equitable distribution 
of resources by implementing gender 
responsive budgeting (GRB). In 
Pakistan, the concept of GRB was first 
pilot tested in 2005. Recently in 2025, 
Pakistan has included gender budget 
statements in the annual budget.

3. Institutional reforms
Parliaments must carry out a gender 
sensitive audit of their structures, rules, 
and culture to identify barriers to equal 
representation and participation. The 
Scottish Parliament has undertaken a 
comprehensive Gender Sensitive Audit 
in 2022. The CWP Gender Sensitising 
Parliaments Guidelines provide a 
valuable tool for this process which can 
be utilised by Legislatures to identify 
priority areas for reform. Parliaments 
must also institutionalise gender-based 
analysis of all policies, legislation 
and budgetary decisions. A leading 
example is Canada’s Gender-Based 
Analysis Plus (GBA+), a framework 
that goes beyond gender to consider 
multiple intersecting identity factors 
such as age, ethnicity, disability and 
socio-economic status.

Parliaments can establish a multi 
portfolio Committee that has a 
responsibility for gender equality 
or a women’s caucus to promote a 
gender equity agenda. Parliamentary 
Committees can provide a more 
formal mechanism for MPs to influence 
legislative and policy agendas. They 
can also be tasked with auditing 
national women's machinery operating 
within the country.5 Women’s 
Parliamentary Caucuses (WPC) can be 

formed to bring women MPs together 
to advocate for women's issues 
ensuring their voices in decision-
making processes. The caucuses can 
also collaborate with bodies outside 
of Parliament who can supply the 
necessary data and can seek technical 
advice in reaching the goal of gender 
equity.

Pakistan has set a good example 
by establishing WPCs in the National 
Assembly and all of the Provincial 
Assemblies for advocating gender 
related issues. Parliaments can set 
up an Independent Parliamentary 
Standards Commission (IPSC) with a 
mandate to uphold ethical conduct, 
promote a respectful workplace, 
and ensure accountability among 
Parliamentarians and parliamentary 
staff. In Australia, an IPSC is operating in 
a similar manner.

Parliaments must create accessible 
and confidential mechanisms for the 
reporting of Violence against Women 
in Politics (VAW-P) cases. The systems 
must allow the victims to be able to 
disclose incidents without fear of 
being bullied or facing retaliation. 
Independent Complaint Committees or 
units trained for gender sensitivity and 
victim support can also be established 
in Parliaments. Strong reporting 
mechanisms should be accompanied 
by monitoring and evaluation of 
institutional responses ensuring 
perpetrators are held accountable. 

4. Infrastructural and Cultural Reforms
Gender sensitive Parliaments cannot 
be realised without a strong focus 
on infrastructural reforms and the 
promotion of an inclusive parliamentary 
culture. Parliaments should promote 
inclusive workplace policies. These 
might include entitlement to parental 

leave, extended maternal leave, 
mental health support, flexible work 
arrangements and training programmes 
that address unconscious bias, anti-
discrimination and respectful conduct. 
Parliaments must also improve laws 
related to their safety in the workplace. 
Gender-sensitive infrastructures must 
comprise of childcare facilities, family 
rooms and safe reporting mechanism. 
Women MPs must also be facilitated to 
participate virtually or via proxies during 
parental or caring leave. A culture of 
respect for diversity must be promoted. 

The policy and legislative change 
on the gender equality and sensitivity 
issue has frequently been the result of 
collaborative efforts from inside and 
outside the Parliament. Gender equality 
is often misperceived to be a women’s 
issue. Since political institutions are 
often male dominated, especially the 
leadership roles, it is essential that men 
are engaged as allies for providing 
cross-cutting support across all levels. 
With active support of males, gender 
sensitive reforms become easier and 
more sustainable. 
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ACCOUNTABILITY AND 
INTEGRITY

The Accountability Round Table (ART) is 
an Australian civil society organisation 
(CSO) with an active role in the manner 
by which Ministers and other MPs are 
held accountable by the interactive 
components of each jurisdiction’s 
integrity system. Those integrity 
systems include integrity agencies that 
support Australian Parliaments and 
Parliamentarians which also include civil 
society organisations. 

The integrity systems are broadly 
similar but differ in detail between 
the national level and the six states 
and two territories in Australia. 
Typical components include integrity 
agencies (anti-corruption commission, 
ombudsman, auditor general, freedom 
of information (FOI), administrative 
appeals, judicial review). Civil Society 
Organisations (CSOs) complement and 
support the formal components of the 
system and Parliament has a crucial role 
at the heart of the integrity system – 
especially oversight Committees, a code 
of conduct, register of pecuniary interests, 
an official to provide independent, 
confidential advice on ethical issues to 
MPs, an independent commissioner to 
investigate and report on allegations of 
misconduct. 

In many jurisdictions, some 
of the components are weak or 
absent leading to concerns that 
Australian Executive governments 
are insufficiently accountable to their 
Parliaments and their people. 

Some of those who shared these 
concerns formed ART. Its members 
included retired judges and civil 
servants, former MPs with a spread 
of political affiliations, journalists, 
academics and others with a keen 
interest in integrity of the system of 

government. ART’s aim is to enhance 
accountability of government in 
systems of responsible government 
in Australia, reflecting the Public Trust 
Principle. (Essentially, the Public Trust 
Principle asserts the confidence the 
public has in government institutions 
and their ethical conduct).

One of the first activities for these 
individuals was an accountability 
working party which published reform 
proposals in Be Honest Minister! (2007). 
They conducted a workshop (2009) 
that led to the more scholarly book 
Fiduciary Duty and the Atmospheric 
Trust (2012). ART was incorporated 
in 2014 as a not-for-profit company, 
open to members who share its 
constitution’s objectives and pay 
annual subscriptions. Another set of 
comprehensive mutually supportive 
reforms was published in 2022 
(Integrity Now!).

ART’s work is all voluntary, relying on 
members’ expert knowledge, research 
skills and written communication. 
The work includes submissions 
to Government and Parliamentary 
inquiries, workshops, conferences, 
books, an annual integrity oration, 
and integrity awards for exemplary 
performance as a Minister or non-
government MP. ART maintains a 
website with links to current priority 
themes including: Corruption in 
Government; Information and Influence; 
and Parliament and the National 
Integrity Framework.

ART has made submissions to 
inquiries conducted by several 
governments and Parliaments. ART 
cooperates with other CSOs where 
their interests coincide or overlap. For 
example, several CSOs have argued 

over many years for tighter regulation 
of political campaign fundraising 
and expenditure.  In advance of the 
2016 Australian federal election, ART 
surveyed support by federal political 
parties for accountability measures – 
with disappointing responses! Not-with-
standing however, several measures 
listed in the survey have since been 
enacted in part or in full. 

Campaign finance reform is a major 
example of the virtue of taking the ‘long 
view’ of integrity reforms! Campaign 
finance reform has occurred in each 
of the Australian states, the territories 
and nationally at the federal level 
over several decades in stops and 
starts, and albeit not always to the 
satisfaction of CSOs in every case. 
The most recent reforms made by 
the national Parliament (2025) was 
a major re-write and restriction, but 
it was claimed by a number of CSOs 
to disadvantage independent and 
minor party candidates. ART shared 
some of those concerns but in this 
case, the Parliament and CSO were 
not given opportunities to comment or 
deliberate before the legislation was 
put to the vote - with support from the 
Government and Opposition parties.

Campaign finance reform has 
been a theme of ART for much of its 
life. This reflects concern that parties 
and candidates can be seriously 
disadvantaged if unable to match 
opponents’ spending on political 
campaigns, communication airtime 
and technology costs. That detracts 
from democratic principles. ART has 
argued for caps on both donations 
and expenditure, the logic being that 
fundraising is driven by the desire to 
maximise campaign spending, whereas 
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HOLDING THE GOVERNMENT 
TO ACCOUNT
The integrity of governments to fulfil their objectives is 
frequently called into question. A group of former MPs, judges, 
civil servants and journalists in Australia decided to act.
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“Parliaments should ensure equitable distribution of resources by 
implementing gender responsive budgeting (GRB). In Pakistan, the 
concept of GRB was first pilot tested in 2005. Recently in 2025, Pakistan 
has included gender budget statements in the annual budget.”




