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I. Background and objectives

1. Inaccordance with its multi-year programme of work (2021-2024), the 65" session of the Commission on the
Status of Women (CSW) in 2021 will consider as its priority theme “Women’s full and effective participation
and decision-making in public life, as well as the elimination of violence, for achieving gender equality and the
empowerment of all women and girls.” The Commission will consider the theme within the context of the
Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1).

2. To take stock of current research and assist the Commission in its deliberations, UN-Women will convene a
virtual expert group meeting (EGM) on the priority theme to be held virtually, via Zoom Meetings, from 5 -8
October 2020. In its deliberations, the EGM will be informed by the Agreed Conclusions of CSW41 (1997/2)
and CSW50 (2006) (B), UN General Assembly Resolution 66/130, UN General Assembly Resolution on
Intensification of efforts to prevent and eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls: sexual
harassment (A/RES/73/148), Secretary-General’s report on women and political participation (A/68/184), the
report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences on violence against
women in politics (A/73/301), and other documentation prepared specifically for the EGM.

3. The EGM will, inter alia:

e Examine the state of women’s participation and decision-making in public life based on available data
and consider how women participate in different forms and spaces, in both state institutions —
including elected bodies (parliaments and local governments), executive positions (Heads of State and
Government, cabinet ministers), and administrative positions (public sector, civil service) — and non-
state structures — including in political parties, civil society organizations and social movements.

e Consider what meaningful participation looks like for different women across formal and informal
structures and the evidence showing women’s impact on transformative decision-making to promote
gender equality drawing on comparative experiences;

e Explore how to address violence against women in political and public life;

e Explore critical barriers to women’s participation in decision-making that prevent women from
realizing their civil and political rights, with special focus on women facing intersecting forms of
discrimination;

e |dentify innovative policies, programmes, measures and conditions needed to attain gender balance,
eliminate violence and promote inclusive representation;

e Consider the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on women’s participation, as well as how women’s
leadership at all levels is contributing to decision making on COVID-19 response and recovery;

e Develop action-oriented recommendations that address gaps and support gender-responsive
implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
to ensure women'’s full and effective participation and decision-making in public life, as well as the
elimination of violence, for achieving gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls.

4. The EGM builds on the priority themes of the preceding sessions of the Commission on the Status of Women,
taking note of the 50 session, which also considered equal participation of women and men in decision-
making processes at all levels. It acknowledges that women participate in and influence public life and
decision-making in ways that have evolved over time. It recognizes the diverse situations and experiences of
women in different parts of the world, particularly the multiple and intersecting identities held by women in
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public life —including age, racial or ethnic identities, sexual orientation and gender identities, those living with
disabilities — as well as the inequalities they face in various aspects of public life.

Il. Global policy frameworks

5. The 1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), Article 25 provides the right of every
citizen — “without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion,
national or social origin, property, birth or other status” to: (a) take part in the conduct of public affairs,
directly or through freely chosen representatives; (b) vote and to be elected at genuine periodic elections
which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret ballot, guaranteeing the free
expression of the will of the electors; and (c) have access, on general terms of equality, to public service in his
(sic) country.!

6. These three elements define the core of participation in public life. As explained by the General Comment no.
25 on article 25 of the ICCPR, adopted by the UN Human Rights Committee, the conduct of public affairs
referred to in paragraph (a) of Article 25 of ICCPR, is a “broad concept which relates to the exercise of political
power, in particular the exercise of legislative, executive and administrative powers. It covers all aspects of
public administration, and the formulation and implementation of policy at international, national, regional
and local levels”. In addition, General Comment no. 25 also notes that “Citizens also take part in the conduct
of public affairs by exerting influence through public debate and dialogue with their representatives or
through their capacity to organize themselves. This participation is supported by ensuring freedom of
expression, assembly and association.” It indicates that the Covenant “requires States to adopt such legislative
and other measures to ensure that individuals have an effective opportunity to enjoy the rights it protects”
(GC 25, para. 1), including, among others, affirmative measures to ensure that there is equal access to public
service for all citizens (GC 25 para 23), and measures enabling electoral processes that are not distorted by
disproportionate distribution of campaign finances and are free of violence or the threat of violence (GC 25,
para 19). It also addresses the Covenant’s protection of universal rights guaranteed in articles 19, 21 and 22,
including inter alia the “freedom to debate public affairs, to hold peaceful demonstrations and meetings, to
criticize and oppose” (GC 25 para 25).2

7. The 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) calls on State
Parties to eliminate discrimination against women in the political and public life and in particular to ensure
women’s equal rights, (a) to vote in all elections and public referenda and to be eligible for election to all
publicly elected bodies; (b) to participate in the formulation of government policy and the implementation
thereof; and to hold public office perform all public functions at all levels of government, and (c) to participate
in non-governmental organizations and associations concerned with the public and political life of the country
(Article 7). It also notes that the adoption of temporary special measures (TSMs) aimed at accelerating de
facto equality between men and women should not be considered discrimination as defined in the Convention
(Article 4).

8. The Beijing Platform for Action (1995) underlines the participation and contribution of all actors of civil society,
particularly women’s groups and networks and other non-governmental organizations and community-based
organizations, with full respect for their autonomy, in cooperation with Governments, are important to the
effective implementation and follow-up of the Platform for Action. It addresses women in power and decision
making in critical area of concern G. It recommends the achievement of gender-balanced composition in
governmental bodies and committees, as well as in public administration and in judiciary bodies, including
through setting specific targets and, if necessary, the establishment of a positive action policy. The Beijing
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10.

11.

12.

Platform for Action also made achieving gender balance within the UN system a priority. The 25-year review
of its implementation in 2020 has brought renewed attention to the situation of women’s participation in
public life and gender-responsive institutions and to the need to accelerate the closing of gender gaps therein,
noting that “women’s representation in national and local elected deliberative bodies has been steadily
increasing, but change is incremental and not sufficiently transformative” (E/CN.6/2020/3).

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognizes the crucial importance of gender equality as both
a goal and a means of implementing the Agenda. With its interconnected and mutually dependent goals and
targets the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development represents a comprehensive and transformative
agenda for women’s full and effective participation and decision-making in public life, as well as the
elimination of violence, for achieving gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls. It offers,
inter alia, a framework for the realization of gender equality and women’s empowerment, ending all forms of
discrimination against all women and girls everywhere, eliminating all forms of violence against all women
and girls in the public and private spheres, ensuring women’s full and effective participation and equal
opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making,® adopting and strengthening sound policies and
enforceable legislation for the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls at
all levels, and promoting peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to
justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.*

The agreed conclusions of CSW41 (1997/2) emphasized that attaining the goal of equal participation of
women and men in decision-making was important for strengthening democracy and achieving the goals of
sustainable development. In CSW50 (2006) agreed conclusions (B), the Commission “emphasized that without
the active participation of women and the incorporation of women’s perspectives at all levels of decision-
making, the goals of equality, development and peace could not be achieved.” It furthermore “underlined the
importance of the empowerment of women and their effective participation in decision-making and
policymaking processes as critical tools to prevent and eliminate gender-based violence,” recognizing the
elimination of all forms of violence against women and girls as an enabler of women’s equal participation in
decision-making.

UN General Assembly Resolution (A/RES/66/130) in 2013 called upon Member States to enhance the political
participation of women and accelerate the achievement of equality between men and women. It urged all
States to take action to ensure women’s equal participation, including in times of political transition, by
reviewing electoral systems for their impact on the participation of women; implementing appropriate
measures to eliminate barriers to women’s participation; encouraging political parties to remove barriers that
discriminate against the participation of women; promoting awareness of the importance of women’s
participation in the political process; developing training to support women’s participation in the electoral
process; and investigating allegations of violence against women elected officials and candidates. The
subsequent Report of the Secretary-General, pursuant to resolution 66/130 on women and political
participation (A/68/184) provides precise data on the political participation of women at all levels and
describes measures taken by Member States to ensure women’s equal participation. It concludes with
recommendations for further action to accelerate the achievement of equality between women and men in
political participation at all levels.

An evolving normative framework has also demonstrated the commitment of the international community to
eliminate violence against women in political and public life. The UN Special Rapporteur on violence against
women, its causes and consequences presented a special, thematic report to the 73rd Session of the UN
General Assembly in 2018 on violence against women in politics (A/73/301). The report notes the importance
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of designing, adopting and enforcing laws and policies on gender equality and prevention of gender-based
violence against women consistent with international human rights law, and lays out concrete actions for
State and non-state actors. Subsequently, UN General Assembly Resolution on Intensification of efforts to
prevent and eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls specifically called upon national legislative
authorities and political parties to adopt codes of conduct and reporting mechanisms, or revise existing ones,
stating zero-tolerance for violence against women (A/RES/73/148).

lll. The situation of women’s participation in public life, data and data gaps

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

The full and equal participation of women is globally recognized as essential for achieving gender equality and
driving progress towards sustainable development. Successive reviews of these commitments, however, show
that change has been incremental. Women remain marginalized from public life and decision-making in every
region of the world. This trend is most starkly reflected in the low numerical presence of women in elected
and appointed bodies.

Numerous targets have been set by the international community in key documents and resolutions for
improving women’s participation in public life. They include: 1979-85 CEDAW & 3rd World Conference on
Women which suggested concrete measures be taken for the advancement of women; 1990: ECOSOC
resolution no. 15 which recommended a target of 30% women in leadership posts by 1995 and of 50% by
2000; 1995: 4th World Conference on Women reported little progress towards 30% target; the Beijing
Platform for Action stipulates the aim of “gender balance”, which is subject to numerical interpretation.’ In
2000 the Millennium Development Goals measured progress towards the indicator of at least 30% women by
2015. The Sustainable Development Goals pledge achieving ‘gender equality’ by 2030, with the specific
indicator to “ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all
levels of decision-making in political, economic and public life.”

Progress on women’s political participation is measured using the following standard indicators a) the
proportion of seats held by women in national parliaments,® which has been tracked by the Inter-
Parliamentary Union (IPU) for several decades, and more recently, b) the proportion of seats held by women
in locally elected deliberative bodies,” which is tracked by UN Women. Both indicators are used to monitor
progress towards the attainment of Goal 5 of the Sustainable Development Goals, on achieving gender
equality and empowering all women and girls.

The data tells us that women are underrepresented at all levels of decision-making and most countries today
fall short of the “gender balance” target established by the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action. The global share
of women in national parliaments (single/lower house) is 25%.8 Data from 133 countries and areas show a
higher share of women in local government, at 36.3% as of 1°! of January 2020.° Only 13% of countries have
reached gender balance (40% or more) in national parliaments, while 15% in local government. The 2020
review of the Beijing Platform for Action found that over 25 years, women’s representation in national
parliaments doubled from 12% in 1995 to an average of 24.3% globally in 2019, with the global median
representation of women at 21%. Only 17 States (9 per cent) had achieved or surpassed the target of gender
balance in their parliaments.X

Data on women Heads of State and Government and ministerial level positions is also regularly collected,
whilst global and comparable data which measures women'’s participation over time in public administration,
political parties, civil society and as voters is less readily available.


https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/73/148

e Heads of State and Government. Regular reporting on the proportion of women Heads of State and
Government shows an incremental increase, but this level of decision-making remains male-
dominated. As of 1 September 2020, a woman holds position of head of state or government in only
22 countries;!! this translates to 7.2% of Heads of State!? and 6.7% Heads of Government.*?

e  Ministerial Portfolios. As of 1 January 2020, 21.26% of ministerial portfolios are held by women
according to IPU data. Fourteen countries have 50 % or more women ministers.'* A further 16 countries
have 40% or more (gender balance) women ministers.’> Nine countries have no women ministers.®

e Local Government. As of 1 January 2020, 36% of elected seats in local deliberative bodies are held by
women, globally.!” Available data for 131 countries and areas with data on women’s representation in
elected local deliberative bodies show a wide variation of women’s representation from one country
to another, from 1 to 67%, with only 15% of countries reaching gender balance (40% or more). In 11%
of countries women’s representation is less than 10%. Half of reporting countries with local
government have less than 26% women’s representation.®

Graph 1: Women’s representation in different types of political offices
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18. A widespread indicator of women’s civic engagement is their participation as voters in elections. Limited
studies suggest that women may turn out to vote in roughly equal or higher numbers than men.*® However,
data systematized or aggregated over time and across regions on the number and proportion of women voters
is lacking.

19. The engagement of women in public demonstrations, civil society organizations and social movements is also
an important indicator of political participation. Evidence suggests that across many regions, women —
especially young women — are increasingly engaging in feminist politics including by voicing demands for
women’s rights through civic organizing, public protest, social media and mainstream media.?° Social
movement membership can be fluid and there is a paucity of data about activists worldwide. These gaps make
it more difficult to draw conclusions about progress or setbacks.



20.

There is also a lack of data and analysis of the existence and impact of measures taken to advance women’s
equal participation and decision-making in public administration. While SDG indicator 16.7.1(b) covers
inclusive representation in public service (“proportion of positions in public service compared to national
distributions by sex, age, persons with disabilities and population groups”), data collection on the indicator
has not yet commenced.?! Available data and studies suggest that women are underrepresented in public
administration and structural discrimination based on gender is widespread within institutions. A growing
body of empirical research points to similar challenges for women in the judiciary; while women judges
contribute to improved access to justice for women, barriers remain to their participation in the justice sector,
including individual, social and institutional factors.??

IV. Critical issues for discussion during the EGM

A.

21.

22.

23.

24,

Women face myriad obstacles to accessing power and decision-making across all levels

A key target of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 16.7) is to ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory
and representative decision-making at all levels.?> Women’s political underrepresentation is due to the
combined effect of institutional and structural constraints, as well as cultural and attitudinal barriers that
suggest women should not have a role in public life. The type of electoral system and the use of legislated
qguotas has been well documented as having a substantial impact on the representation of women.

Women'’s limited presence in decision-making at all levels is also frequently subject to setbacks and women
remain significantly under-represented at the highest levels of political leadership.?* Lack of political will to
promote women’s full and effective participation and decision-making in public life has also hampered
progress. Despite normative commitments, leaders have largely tolerated women’s underrepresentation in
public life. Demonstrations of political will — particularly from influential and sympathetic male leaders — can
potentially ‘fast track’ women'’s inclusion in public life; this has been noticeable, for example, appointments
of gender-balanced ministerial cabinets which don’t require special legislation, but which can immediately
increase the share of women in government. Nonetheless, when women are nominated to ministerial
positions, they do not always have adequate funding or may not cover influential policy portfolios.

Young people face barriers to get involved in public life and decision-making, and young women face
additional constraints related to gender discrimination. The IPU’s 2018 report on Youth Participation in
National Parliaments found that young people (under 30) made up just over 2% of the world’s members of
parliament, up from 1.9% in 2016. A much larger share was under 40, 15.5 %, up from 14.2 % in 2016, and
28.1 % of the world’s MPs were aged under 45, up from 26 % in 2016. Across every age group, men MPs
outnumbered women. The IPU research found one encouraging sign that the gender imbalance was less
pronounced among younger MPs, where the male/female ratio was roughly gender balanced at 60:40.%°

The voices of women with disabilities are absent from political decision-making in most countries. Women
with disabilities face many challenges and barriers which limit their access, representation and visibility at all
levels of political decision-making and civic participation. Stigma and discrimination are among the biggest
obstacles to women with disabilities’ political participation and representation.?® Findings from 19 countries
in 2017 show that only 2.3% of women with disabilities were a legislator, senior official, or manager. According
to the same data, in 14 out of 18 countries in Asia and the Pacific region, there was no woman parliamentarian
with disabilities in national legislative bodies.?” A High-Level Meeting of Women with Disabilities in Political
and Public Leadership in 2019 noted that having women with disabilities in leadership roles can make a



25.

B.

significant difference ‘not only for others with disabilities — but for the wider political, economic and social
transformations we need to deliver the 2030 Agenda and make good on our promise to leave no one behind.’?®

Information on participation of the most marginalized groups, including LGBTIQ+ persons, indigenous and

afro-descendent women and migrant and rural women, is particularly scarce. The EGM will bring to light the
more pressing data gaps and explore how these might plugged by different actors.

Social norms and narratives do not fully consider women as equally legitimate and capable leaders

and participants in public life

26.

27.

28.

C.

29.

Harmful social norms and practices are among the underlying causes of women'’s limited voice and political
agency. Norms relating to the sexual division of labour persist in the way media describes women in public
life, in discriminatory legislation?® and in institutions which were not designed for people with caring
responsibilities.? These norms frequently constrain women, with domestic responsibilities being the single
most important deterrent to entering political Iife,31 thereby limiting the important contributions that women
can make to decision-making whether through formal or informal political channels.

While gender stereotypes and norms are often context-specific, they overwhelmingly contribute to a reduced
role for women in public life. Gender stereotypes are also predicated on overlapping identities; i.e. indigenous
women may be subject to discrimination based on their heritage and gender compounding in specific
discriminatory narratives. The vulnerabilities of women may be accentuated by their multiple identities arising
out of the socio-political and historical dimensions of class, caste, ethnicity, religion, belief systems, age, or
even political identity.3? This can create increased pressure on women candidates and leaders to defy
stereotypes or speak for the different parts of their identity.

Electorates and media organizations perpetuate negative gender-based stereotypes that foster views of
women as unqualified for political office, rather than showcase positive examples or the benefits of women’s
participation. Mainstream media outlets rarely cover the political activities and public service of women in
equal measure to those of men — unless those women are competing for leadership posts, but even in election
campaigns, women have less media coverage than men.*® There is some evidence to suggest, that the further
people in public life deviate from the norm of white male leadership the more negative press they receive
while running for office3* and coverage of women candidates reinforces a prevailing gender bias against
women.

Violence against women remains a major threat to women’s political and civil rights

Violence against women in political and public life is internationally recognized as a violation of women'’s
political rights. Violence against women in politics (VAWP) is a form of gender-based violence against
women.® It is any act, or threat, of physical, sexual or psychological gender-based violence against women
that prevents women from exercising and realizing their political rights and a range of human rights.% It
manifests in specific, gendered ways that men do not experience, including but not limited to physical
violence, sexual violence and psychological violence.® Violence can also be experienced differently by
different groups of women. Violence against women in political and public life is a major deterrent to young
women’s interest and participation.3® Black, indigenous and minority ethnic women experience VAWP at
higher levels, particularly online.®
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D.

31.

32.

33.

Violence and harassment against women in political and public life has seemingly increased as more women
gain access to public office.*® Women politicians, journalists and activists are increasingly subject to
harassment, violence and cyberbullying. Global, comparative data on VAWP is lacking overall, as this problem
is underexplored. Additionally, women do not usually report violence out of fear of retaliation, stigma or not
being believed. In politics and elections, these fears may be exacerbated by additional reputational risks.
Members of women’s own political parties or families may be the perpetrators. Indicative studies suggest the
problem is global and pervasive. For instance, more than 80% of the women MPs interviewed for a 2016 global
study experienced psychological violence; 1 in 3 economic violence; 1 in 4 physical violence; 1in 5 experienced
sexual violence in their work in parliament.** More than 40% of women MPs and parliamentary staff in Europe
interviewed for a 2018 study experienced sexual harassment on the job, which led many to consider leaving
politics.*? Yet only a handful of countries have specific policies combating VAWP.

Few institutions respond to or reflect the needs of populations they represent

Women in public life and at all levels of decision-making need to be supported by institutions that are gender-
sensitive. Political and administrative institutions are steeped in norms, practices and policies that
discriminate against women, making it difficult for women to gain access, be promoted and effect change,
including policy change.®® Parliaments — the majority of which do not reflect the populations they represent
due to the underrepresentation of women — do not always respond to the needs and interests of both women
and men in their structures, operations, methods and work.* Parliamentary organization and operation
traditionally follow established rules, processes and norms that have historically been determined by men,
which may create inherent institutional culture and traditions biased against women.* Parliamentary
facilities, policies, rules and norms that have been adopted and the unwritten mores can all have gendered
impacts.*®

Political parties, as the main ‘gatekeepers’ to political office, are the vital link for achieving equality and
inclusive participation, given that they maintain firm control over the nomination of candidates for elected
office.*” Parties often favour the selection of men over women, particularly in ‘winnable seats’ whilst
continuing to invest less in women party members and perceive women as electoral risks because of their
relative inexperience to men who are more likely to be incumbents. Women also tend to have less access to
moneyed networks for political finance (both public and private) and opportunities for campaign training.*®
Political leaders may tend to support candidates made in their own image, contributing to a self-perpetuating
cycle of male dominance in parties.* Political parties also tend to fall back on informal processes when
selecting and providing supporting to candidates, and these processes -typically informed by the rules of
patronage and clientelism- treat women as outsiders reinforcing existing barriers.*® They are also slow to
introducing protocols and mechanisms to address violence against women in politics.

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are having far-reaching impacts on political processes, institutions and
policies.

e Women are at the “helm of institutions carrying out effective and inclusive COVID-19 responses, from the
highest levels of decision-making to frontline service delivery.”®! Several women leaders have been
recognized for excelling in the response, providing powerful examples of how women’s leadership and
participation can bring effective, inclusive and fair policies, plans and budgets to address the pandemic.

e At the same time, while women comprise more than 70% of frontline workers in the crisis and shoulder
more than three times the amount of unpaid care work as men, they are systematically excluded from
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34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

decision-making institutions responding to the pandemic.>? Strained health and care systems, and
widening socio-economic divides are creating deep political and social insecurity, with women and girls
disproportionately affected. Shelter in place measures have restricted freedom of movement and
suspended regular political processes; for example, out of 66 countries surveyed by the IPU, 20% had
suspended their parliaments as of June 2020° and by the end of May, 64 countries and territories around
the world had postponed or cancelled national and subnational elections.>

Times of crisis can lead to decisions being taken without the full consideration of women’s rights, experiences
and perspectives, especially as these are often omitted in decision-making in ‘normal’ times. At the same time,
opportunities for a ‘new’ normal arise out of crises. Institutions and their leaders have an opportunity
presented by crises to reflect on the gender sensitivity of their responses, and to make changes where
appropriate. The gender sensitive procedural and budgetary responses of institutions today can translate to
institutional changes that last into tomorrow and move the world closer to gender equality.>®

Women’s participation and leadership is critical for achieving transformational change

Changing the narrative about women’s participation in decision-making requires examining the evidence of
women’s contributions to public life which suggests increased quality of policy outcomes for all, including
transformative change for women and the advancement of gender equality. Similarly, women in social
movements and in political leadership have demonstrated an unprecedented ability to achieve transformative
change, whether through mobilizing for social justice or responding to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Women consistently show political leadership by working across party lines through parliamentary women'’s
caucuses — even in the most politically combative environments — and by championing issues of gender
equality such as the elimination of gender-based violence, parental leave and childcare, pensions, gender-
equality laws, and electoral reform.®® Parliaments with greater numbers of women have been found to
perform oversight functions more effectively, and public perceptions of parliament may be more positive
when more women are represented.’” At the local level, women’s inclusion in decision-making bodies has
been shown to make a difference, particularly in investments in women’s practical needs.>®

Women in politics serve as important role models for other women. As more women take on roles and careers
in politics, public service and civic movements, younger generations — both men and women — are more
understanding and accepting that it is a viable, legitimate career path for women. Women’s leadership has
also been found to raise girls’ and young women'’s educational attainment and career aspirations.*

The role of men in achieving gender equality and encouraging women’s participation in public life and
decision-making is critical in helping to achieve transformational change for gender equality. Men can help
challenge patriarchal beliefs, practices, institutions and structures that drive inequality between men and
women. When influential men political leaders such as traditional leaders, political party leaders, or heads of
state and government not only openly support gender equality and women’s leadership within feminist
circles, but also use and share their power and privilege to promote gender equality among other men, they
help shift dominant norms and ideas about gender and gender roles.

F. Women are challenging tradition by organizing outside formal structures

Ensuring women’s participation in public life takes on particular urgency at a time of slow and inadequate
progress worldwide. Shrinking civic space and increasing attacks on women in political and public life are
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40.

41.

42.

undermining institutions’ accountability to meet gender equality commitments.®® In several states, women’s
rights and feminist groups, have come under increasing pressure in recent years. This has forced a
transformation of women’s modes of organizing in public life, a “reconfiguration of institutional and civic
space”® and a successful appropriation of “technological change, notably the global spread of the internet
[which] has had a major impact on politics and has enabled new forms of activism”.%? Online activism is
increasingly considered a legitimate means of participation in public life and there is evidence that
participation in online fora does also translate or encourage people to take part in national elections.®?

Sustained exclusion from formal decision-making processes and shrinking civic space has contributed to
young women consciously rejecting formal structures.®* Young women are instead creating and claiming their
own spaces, often but not exclusively through digital media. Young women’s organizing both online and offline
happens in characteristically temporal, horizontal and informal ways.®® In feminist movements specifically,
leadership models are primarily participatory. They typically take an intersectional rather than single issue
approach. They tend to be unregistered, working collaboratively and connecting across networks in an organic
way,® particularly when forced underground by restrictions on freedom of assembly and expression.

Social media platforms have become a space for political organizing that have no formal requirements for
participation.®” This has been important for women who are not part of the political and economic elite and
for whom the barriers to formal political engagement are prohibitive. Social media has enabled young women,
in particular, to participate on their terms, shaping narratives on issues that matter to them and mobilizing
others in their efforts. Notable cases such as the #MeToo movement rallied women globally through social
media and have had a tangible impact on challenging norms, behaviors and institutional practices.® Yet
women also tend to have less access to social media and the internet than men in many countries. Globally,
approximately 327 million fewer women than men can access mobile internet, and an increase in the gender
internet usage gap in Least Developed Countries has driven disparities in usage between developed and
developing countries.5°

At the same time online gender-based abuse and sexual harassment has become increasingly common.”
Under its General Recommendation No. 35 (2017), the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women recommended that States encourage the private sector, including businesses and transnational
corporations, to take all appropriate measures to eliminate all forms of discrimination, including violence
against women, and to take responsibility for any forms of violence. Yet social media companies have been
slow responding to growing misogynistic content and to hate groups explicitly targeting women, minorities
and elected women leaders. Emerging research links misogynistic content to reinforcing harmful social norms
about women leaders, and to the perpetuation of violence against them in real life.”* Some studies show that
women leaders from ethnic minorities are disproportionately targeted on social media.

V. Profile of participants

43.

44,

The EGM will be attended by approximately 30 experts, appointed by the Under Secretary-General and
Executive Director of UN-Women. In selecting the experts, the criteria of geographical balance and research
expertise will be taken into consideration. Experts will include academics and practitioners from relevant fields,
as well as representatives from networks and associations, in accordance with the objectives identified above.

Observers from the United Nations System, inter-governmental organizations, non-governmental
organizations and academia are welcome to attend the EGM upon invitation of or on prior approval by UN
Women.
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45.

Experts will present and discuss their work at the meeting. They are expected to participate actively in plenary
and any working group discussions and that they contribute to the formulation of recommendations for the
report of the meeting.

VI. Documentation

46.

VII.

47.

48.

49.

The documentation for the meeting will include:
e Draft background papers commissioned by UN-Women as follows:

a. “The State of Women’s Participation and Decision-Making in Public Life”, by Pippa Norris.

This background paper provides the overarching picture of the state of women’s participation and decision-
making in public life. The paper summarizes and captures relevant global and legal policy frameworks and
current data, but also provides comparative analysis of the conceptual and empirical interconnections
between the three focus areas of the priority theme: participation in public life, decision-making, and
eliminating violence against women in public life.

b. “How Women Participate in Political and Public Life and Space”, by Shireen Hassim and Laurel Weldon.
This background paper articulates and explores the different ways and forms women participate in public life
outside of formal political or executive spaces. It examines questions such as what is “public life” versus
“public affairs,” the “public sphere,” and “public policy” and the degree to which women are taking part in
civil society and/or feminist movements as participants in public life. It also examines concepts of
“participation and decision making” how women may influence policymaking streams outside state
institutions.

e Expert papers: Short written contributions prepared by experts on specific issues in line with their
expertise.

Organization

The EGM will be convened virtually by UN-Women on 5 — 8 October 2020. Connection details will be shared
before the event.

The EGM will be conducted in English. Language interpretation will be provided in Arabic, French and Spanish.
Most documentation will be in English, with translations of key meeting documents and background papers
made available.

Social distancing requirements brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic require this EGM to meet virtually
over four days with 2 1.5-hour sessions per day in plenary plus working groups. Breaks will be included. Experts
will contribute questions and feedback on a collaboration document (e.g. Google Document) and using the
chat function. Moderators in plenary will synthesize the feedback and questions shared by experts to create
a framework for working group discussions. Experts will work in smaller breakout groups to discuss specific
issues/themes and draft concrete policy and programme recommendations for various stakeholders.
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50. Two co-chairs will be appointed by the experts at the beginning of the EGM to oversee the meeting and the
preparation of the EGM report.

VIII. Expected outcome
51. The outcome of the EGM will be a report, containing a summary of the discussion and recommendations

directed at Member States and other stakeholders. The report will be made available at the sixty-fifth session
of the Commission on the Status of Women and on the website of UN-Women.
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