
 
Get the Balance Right! 

 
Beijing Platform for Action 

Critical Area of Concern #7: Power & Decision-Making 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Women’s equal participation in decision-making is essential for achieving open and accountable 
government. It will also provide a balance that more accurately reflects the composition of society. 
Despite the widespread movement towards democratization in most countries, women remain 
largely underrepresented at most levels of government, especially in ministerial and other executive 
bodies.  The underrepresentation of women in government as well as women in decision-making 
positions in the arts, culture, sports, the media, education, religion and law have prevented women 
from having a significant impact on many key institutions and policies. 
 

Strategic Objectives: 
 

• Ensure that women have equal access to and full participation in power structures and 
decision-making.  

 

• Increase women’s ability to participate fully in decision-making and leadership. 
 
 

Actions to be taken (paras. 190 – 195): 
 

• Commit to the goal of gender balance in political parties, government, the judiciary and 
international forums, including setting specific targets and taking positive action. 

 

• Include women in elective and non-elective public positions in the same proportion and at 
the same levels as men, and include women leaders, executives and managers in strategic 
decision-making positions. 

 

• Create or strengthen mechanisms to monitor women’s access to senior levels of decision-
making.  

 

• Recognise that shared work and parental responsibilities promote women’s increased 
participation in public life. 

 

• Work towards equality in the private sector. 
 

• Provide leadership and self-esteem training fro women and girls, especially those with 
special needs, women with disabilities and omen belonging to racial and ethnic minorities. 

 

• Support gender balance in the composition of delegates to the United Nations and other 
international forums. 

 

• Develop mechanisms and training to encourage women to participate in the electoral 
process, political activities and other leadership areas. 
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Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 

Fourth World Conference on Women 
15 September 1995 

 
G. Women in power and decision-making 
 
183. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that everyone has the right to take part in 
the Government of his/her country. The empowerment and autonomy of women and the 
improvement of women's social, economic and political status is essential for the achievement of 
both transparent and accountable government and administration and sustainable development in all 
areas of life. The power relations that impede women's attainment of fulfilling lives operate at many 
levels of society, from the most personal to the highly public. Achieving the goal of equal 
participation of women and men in decision-making will provide a balance that more accurately 
reflects the composition of society and is needed in order to strengthen democracy and promote its 
proper functioning. Equality in political decision-making performs a leverage function without 
which it is highly unlikely that a real integration of the equality dimension in government policy-
making is feasible. In this respect, women's equal participation in political life plays a pivotal role in 
the general process of the advancement of women. Women's equal participation in decision-making 
is not only a demand for simple justice or democracy but can also be seen as a necessary condition 
for women's interests to be taken into account. Without the active participation of women and the 
incorporation of women's perspective at all levels of decision-making, the goals of equality, 
development and peace cannot be achieved. 
 
184. Despite the widespread movement towards democratization in most countries, women are 
largely underrepresented at most levels of government, especially in ministerial and other executive 
bodies, and have made little progress in attaining political power in legislative bodies or in achieving 
the target endorsed by the Economic and Social Council of having 30 per cent women in positions 
at decision-making levels by 1995. Globally, only 10 per cent of the members of legislative bodies 
and a lower percentage of ministerial positions are now held by women. Indeed, some countries, 
including those that are undergoing fundamental political, economic and social changes, have seen a 
significant decrease in the number of women represented in legislative bodies. Although women 
make up at least half of the electorate in almost all countries and have attained the right to vote and 
hold office in almost all States Members of the United Nations, women continue to be seriously 
underrepresented as candidates for public office. The traditional working patterns of many political 
parties and government structures continue to be barriers to women's participation in public life. 
Women may be discouraged from seeking political office by discriminatory attitudes and practices, 
family and child-care responsibilities, and the high cost of seeking and holding public office. Women 
in politics and decision-making positions in Governments and legislative bodies contribute to 
redefining political priorities, placing new items on the political agenda that reflect and address 
women's gender-specific concerns, values and experiences, and providing new perspectives on 
mainstream political issues. 
 
185. Women have demonstrated considerable leadership in community and informal organizations, 
as well as in public office. However, socialization and negative stereotyping of women and men, 
including stereotyping through the media, reinforces the tendency for political decision-making to 
remain the domain of men. Likewise, the underrepresentation of women in decision-making 
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positions in the areas of art, culture, sports, the media, education, religion and the law have 
prevented women from having a significant impact on many key institutions. 
 
186. Owing to their limited access to the traditional avenues to power, such as the decision-making 
bodies of political parties, employer organizations and trade unions, women have gained access to 
power through alternative structures, particularly in the non-governmental organization sector. 
Through non-governmental organizations and grass- roots organizations, women have been able to 
articulate their interests and concerns and have placed women's issues on the national, regional and 
international agendas. 
 
187. Inequality in the public arena can often start with discriminatory attitudes and practices and 
unequal power relations between women and men within the family, as described in paragraph 30. 
The unequal division of labour and responsibilities within households based on unequal power 
relations also limits women's potential to find the time and develop the skills required for 
participation in decision-making in wider public forums. A more equal sharing of those 
responsibilities between women and men not only provides a better quality of life for women and 
their daughters but also enhances their opportunities to shape and design public policy, practice and 
expenditure so that their interests may be recognized and addressed. Non-formal networks and 
patterns of decision-making at the local community level that reflect a dominant male ethos restrict 
women's ability to participate equally in political, economic and social life. 
 
188. The low proportion of women among economic and political decision makers at the local, 
national, regional and international levels reflects structural and attitudinal barriers that need to be 
addressed through positive measures. Governments, transnational and national corporations, the 
mass media, banks, academic and scientific institutions, and regional and international organizations, 
including those in the United Nations system, do not make full use of women's talents as top-level 
managers, policy makers, diplomats and negotiators. 
 
189. The equitable distribution of power and decision-making at all levels is dependent on 
Governments and other actors undertaking statistical gender analysis and mainstreaming a gender 
perspective in policy development and the implementation of programmes. Equality in decision-
making is essential to the empowerment of women. In some countries, affirmative action has led to 
33.3 per cent or larger representation in local and national Governments. 
 
190. National, regional and international statistical institutions still have insufficient knowledge of 
how to present the issues related to the equal treatment of women and men in the economic and 
social spheres. In particular, there is insufficient use of existing databases and methodologies in the 
important sphere of decision-making. 
 
191. In addressing the inequality between men and women in the sharing of power and decision-
making at all levels, Governments and other actors should promote an active and visible policy of 
mainstreaming a gender perspective in all policies and programmes so that before decisions are 
taken, an analysis is made of the effects on women and men, respectively. 
 
Strategic objective G.1.  
Take measures to ensure women's equal access to and full participation in power structures and 
decision-making. 



 
 

 4

Actions to be taken 
 
192. By Governments: 
(a) Commit themselves to establishing the goal of gender balance in governmental bodies and 
committees, as well as in public administrative entities, and in the judiciary, including, inter alia, 
setting specific targets and implementing measures to substantiallyincrease the number of women 
with a view to achieving equal representation of women and men, if necessary through positive 
action, in all governmental and public administration positions; 
 
(b) Take measures, including where appropriate, in electoral systems that encourage political parties 
to integrate women in elective and non-elective public positions in the same proportion and levels as 
men.; 
 
(c) Protect and promote the equal rights of women and men to engage in political activities and to 
freedom of association, including membership in political parties and trade unions; 
 
(d) Review the differential impact of electoral systems on the political representation of women in 
elected bodies and consider, where appropriate, the adjustment or reform of those systems; 
 
(e) Monitor and evaluate progress on the representation of women through the regular collection, 
analysis and dissemination of quantitative and qualitative data on women and men at all levels in 
various decision-making positions in the public and private sectors, and disseminate data on the 
number of women and men employed at various levels in Governments on a yearly basis; ensure 
that women and men have equal access to the full range of public appointments and set up 
mechanisms within governmental structures for monitoring progress in this field; 
 
(f) Support non-governmental organizations and research institutes that conduct studies on women's 
participation in and impact on decision-making and the decision-making environment; 
 
(g) Encourage greater involvement of indigenous women in decision-making at all levels; 
 
(h) Encourage and, where appropriate, ensure that government- funded organizations adopt non-
discriminatory policies and practices in order to increase the number and raise the position of 
women in their organizations; 
 
(i) Recognize that shared work and parental responsibilities between women and men promote 
women's increased participation in public life, and take appropriate measures to achieve this, 
including measures to reconcile family and professional life; 
 
(j) Aim at gender balance in the lists of national candidates nominated for election or appointment 
to United Nations bodies, specialized agencies and other autonomous organizations of the United 
Nations system, particularly for posts at the senior level. 
 
193. By political parties: 
(a) Consider examining party structures and procedures to remove all barriers that directly or 
indirectly discriminate against the participation of women; 
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(b) Consider developing initiatives that allow women to participate fully in all internal policy-making 
structures and appointive and electoral nominating processes; 
 
(c) Consider incorporating gender issues in their political agenda taking measures to ensure that 
women can participate in the leadership of political parties on an equal basis with men. 
 
194. By Governments, national bodies, the private sector, political parties, trade unions, 
employers' organizations, research and academic institutions, subregional and regional 
bodies, and non-governmental and international organizations: 
(a) Take positive action to build a critical mass of women leaders, executives and managers in 
strategic decision-making positions; 
 
(b) Create or strengthen, as appropriate, mechanisms to monitor women's access to senior levels of 
decision-making; 
 
(c) Review the criteria for recruitment and appointment to advisory and decision-making bodies and 
promotion to senior positions to ensure that such criteria are relevant and do not discriminate 
against women; 
 
(d) Encourage efforts by non-governmental organizations, trade unions and the private sector to 
achieve equality between women and men in their ranks, including equal participation in their 
decision-making bodies and in negotiations in all areas and at all levels; 
 
(e) Develop communications strategies to promote public debate on the new roles of men and 
women in society and in the family (as defined in paragraph 30); 
 
(f) Restructure recruitment and career-development programmes to ensure that all women, 
especially young women, have equal access to managerial, entrepreneurial, technical and leadership 
training, including on-the-job training; 
 
(g) Develop career advancement programmes for women of all ages that include career planning, 
tracking, mentoring, coaching, training and retraining; 
 
(h) Encourage and support the participation of women's non-governmental organizations in United 
Nations conferences and their preparatory processes; 
 
(i) Aim at and support gender balance in the composition of delegations to the United Nations and 
other international forums. 
 
195. By the United Nations: 
(a) Implement existing and adopt new employment policies and measures in order to achieve overall 
gender equality, particularly at the Professional level and above, by the year 2000, with due regard to 
the importance of recruiting staff on as wide a geographical basis as possible, in conformity with 
Article 101, paragraph 3, of the Charter of the United Nations; 
 
(b) Develop mechanisms to nominate women candidates for appointment to senior posts in the 
United Nations, the specialized agencies and other organizations and bodies of the United Nations 
system; 
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(c) Continue to collect and disseminate quantitative and qualitative data on women and men in 
decision-making and analyse their differential impact on decision-making and monitor progress 
towards achieving the Secretary-General's target of having women hold 50 per cent of managerial 
and decision-making positions by the year 2000. 
 
196. By women's organizations, non-governmental organizations, trade unions, social 
partners, producers, and industrial and professional organizations: 
(a) Build and strengthen solidarity among women through information, education and sensitization 
activities; 
 
(b) Advocate at all levels to enable women to influence political, economic and social decisions, 
processes and systems, and work towards seeking accountability from elected representatives on 
their commitment to gender concerns; 
 
(c) Establish, consistent with data protection legislation, databases on women and their qualification 
for use in appointing women to senior decision-making and advisory positions, for dissemination to 
Governments, regional and international organizations and private enterprise, political parties and 
other relevant bodies.  
 
Strategic objective G.2.  
Increase women's capacity to participate in decision-making and leadership. 
 
Actions to be taken 
197. By Governments, national bodies, the private sector, political parties, trade unions, employers' 
organizations, subregional and regional bodies, non-governmental and international organizations 
and educational institutions: (a) Provide leadership and self-esteem training to assist women and 
girls, particularly those with special needs, women with disabilities andwomen belonging to racial 
and ethnic minorities to strengthen their self-esteem and to encourage them to take decision-making 
positions; 
 
(b) Have transparent criteria for decision-making positions and ensure that the selecting bodies have 
a gender-balanced composition; 
 
(c) Create a system of mentoring for inexperienced women and, in particular, offer training, 
including training in leadership and decision-making, public speaking and self-assertion, as well as in 
political campaigning; 
 
(d) Provide gender-sensitive training for women and men to promote non-discriminatory working 
relationships and respect for diversity in work and management styles; 
 
(e) Develop mechanisms and training to encourage women to participate in the electoral process, 
political activities and other leadership areas. H. Institutional mechanisms for the advancement of 
women 
 
198. National machineries for the advancement of women have been established in almost every 
Member State to, inter alia, design, promote the implementation of, execute, monitor, evaluate, 
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advocate and mobilize support for policies that promote the advancement of women. National 
machineries are diverse in form and uneven in their effectiveness, and in some cases have declined. 
Often marginalized in national government structures, these mechanisms are frequently hampered 
by unclear mandates, lack of adequate staff, training, data and sufficient resources, and insufficient 
support from national political leadership. 
 
199. At the regional and international levels, mechanisms and institutions to promote the 
advancement of women as an integral part of mainstream political, economic, social and cultural 
development, and of initiatives on development and human rights, encounter similar problems 
emanating from a lack of commitment at the highest levels. 
 
200. Successive international conferences have underscored the need to take gender factors into 
account in policy and programme planning. However, in many instances this has not been done. 
 
201. Regional bodies concerned with the advancement of women have been strengthened, together 
with international machinery, such as the Commission on the Status of Women and the Committee 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. 
 
202. Methodologies for conducting gender-based analysis in policies and programmes and for 
dealing with the differential effects of policies on women and men have been developed in many 
organizations and are available for application but are often not being applied or are not being 
applied consistently. 
 
203. A national machinery for the advancement of women is the central policy-coordinating unit 
inside government. Its main task is to support government-wide mainstreaming of a gender-equality 
perspective in all policy areas. The necessary conditions for an effective functioning of such national 
machineries include: 
(a) Location at the highest possible level in the government, falling under the responsibility of a 
Cabinet minister; 
 
(b) Institutional mechanisms or processes that facilitate, as appropriate, decentralized planning, 
implementation and monitoring with a view to involving non-governmental organizations and 
community organizations from the grass-roots upwards; 
 
(c) Sufficient resources in terms of budget and professional capacity; 
 
(d) Opportunity to influence development of all government policies. 
 
204. In addressing the issue of mechanisms for promoting the advancement of women, 
Governments and other actors should promote an active and visible policy of mainstreaming a 
gender perspective in all policies and programmes so that, before decisions are taken, an analysis is 
made of the effects on women and men, respectively. 
 
 
Strategic objective H.1.  
Create or strengthen national machineries and other governmental bodies. 
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Actions to be taken 
 
205. By Governments: 
(a) Ensure that responsibility for the advancement of women is vested in the highest possible level 
of government; in many cases, this could be at the level of a Cabinet minister; 
 
(b) Based on a strong political commitment, create a national machinery, where it does not exist, and 
strengthen, as appropriate, existing national machineries, for the advancement of women at the 
highest possible level of government; it should have clearly defined mandates and authority; critical 
elements would be adequate resources and the ability and competence to influence policy and 
formulate and review legislation. Among other things, it should perform policy analysis, undertake 
advocacy, communication, coordination and monitoring of implementation; 
 
(c) Provide staff training in designing and analysing data from a gender perspective; 
 
(d) Establish procedures to allow the machinery to gather information on government-wide policy 
issues at an early stage and continuously use it in the policy development and review process within 
the Government; 
 
(e) Report, on a regular basis, to legislative bodies on the progress of efforts, as appropriate, to 
mainstream gender concerns, taking into account the implementation of the Platform for Action; 
 
(f) Encourage and promote the active involvement of the broad and diverse range of institutional 
actors in the public, private and voluntary sectors to work for equality between women and men. 
 
 
Strategic objective H.2. 
Integrate gender perspectives in legislation, public policies, programmes and projects. 
 
Actions to be taken 
 
207. By Governments: 
(a) Seek to ensure that before policy decisions are taken, an analysis of their impact on women and 
men, respectively, is carried out; 
 
(b) Regularly review national policies, programmes and projects, as well as their implementation, 
evaluating the impact of employment and income policies in order to guarantee that women are 
direct beneficiaries of development and that their full contribution to development, both 
remunerated and unremunerated, is considered in economic policy and planning; 
 
(c) Promote national strategies and aims on equality between women and men in order to eliminate 
obstacles to the exercise of women's rights and eradicate all forms of discrimination against women; 
 
(d) Work with members of legislative bodies, as appropriate, to promote a gender perspective in all 
legislation and policies; 
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(e) Give all ministries the mandate to review policies and programmes from a gender perspective 
and in the light of the Platform for Action. Locate the responsibility for the implementation of that 
mandate at the highest possible level. Establish and/or strengthen an inter-ministerial coordination 
structure to carry out this mandate and monitor progress and to network with relevant machineries. 
 
208. By national machinery: 
(a) Facilitate the formulation and implementation of government policies on equality between 
women and men, develop appropriate strategies and methodologies, and promote coordination and 
cooperation within the central government in order to ensure mainstreaming of a gender perspective 
in all policy-making processes; 
 
(b) Promote and establish cooperative relationships with relevant branches of government, centres 
for women's studies and research, academic and educational institutions, the private sector, the 
media, non- governmental organizations, especially women's organizations, and all other actors of 
civil society; 
 
(c)&(d) Undertake activities focusing on legal reform with regard, inter alia, to the family, conditions 
of employment, social security, income tax, equal opportunity in education, positive measures to 
promote the advancement of women, and the perception of attitudes and a culture favourable to 
equality, as well as promote a gender perspective in legal policy and programming reforms; 
 
(e) Promote the increased participation of women as both active agents and beneficiaries of the 
development process, which would result in an improvement of quality of life for all; 
 
(f) Establish direct links with national, regional and international bodies dealing with the 
advancement of women; 
 
(g) Provide training and advisory assistance to government agencies in order to integrate a gender 
perspective in their policies and programmes. 


