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Gender Quota Lawsin Global Perspective

Women form more than half the population, but constitute only a small minority of
all political representatives. According to the most recent figures, they occupy 17% of all
seats in national parliaments around the world (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2007b). However,
attention to global averages masks important variations. States like Rwanda, Sweden, and
Costa Rica have nearly equal numbers of male and female parliamentarians, while countries
like Kyrgyzstan, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia have no women in their parliaments at all. Further,
it does not acknowledge the important increases made over the last several years in a number
of countries around the world. In Latin America, the two most notable cases are Argentina,
where the percentage of female deputies grew from 5% in 1991 t in 2006, and Costa
Rica, where the proportion increased from 5% in 1993 to 39% 2006 (Inter-Parliamentary
Union 1995; Inter-Parliamentary Union 2007a). In this and ions of the world, a
crucial impetus for change has been the adoption of quot iCi cilitate the selection
of female candidates to political office. However, not successful in
increasing women’s political representation: some ca@intri i tic increases

s that literally set aside places for women in political
arantee women'’s presence by revising the mechanisms of
election to mandatéia minigdum number of female representatives. This proportion is often
very low, as some re d seats policies mandate as little as one or two percent of all seats.
However, there are important exceptions, like the thirty percent policy that was adopted in
Tanzania. These measures first appeared in the 1930s, but have been adopted as recently as
2005, and have become an increasingly prominent solution in countries with very low levels
of female parliamentary representation. They are concentrated geographically in Africa, Asia,
and the Middle East. In some states, there are no quotas at the national level, but quotas are
used very effectively at the local level, as in India and Namibia.

Party quotas are measures adopted voluntarily by political parties to require a certain
proportion of women among their parties’ candidates. Given their origins with political
parties, these quotas differ from reserved seats in that they concern slates of candidates,



rather than the final proportion of women elected. Further, they generally mandate a much
higher proportion of women, usually between twenty-five and fifty percent of all candidates.
They were first adopted in the early 1970s by various left-wing parties in Western Europe.
Today they are the most common type of gender quota, appearing in parties across the
political spectrum and in all regions of the world. They continue to be the most prevalent
measure employed in Western Europe. However, they also frequently coexist with legislative
quotas in Africa and Latin America, where party quotas predate or accompany the adoption
of more encompassing quota laws.

Legislative quotas, finally, are measures passed by national parh ments that require all
parties to nominate a certain proportion of female candidates. Si party quotas, they
address selection processes, rather than the number of women ally elected. Unlike party
quotas, however, they are mandatory provisions that apply t 'tlcal groupings, rather

constitute between twenty- -five and fifty percent of all cdadi . the newest type
of gender quota, appearing first in the early 19903 h i ly common as
more and more countries adopt quota policies. Wit

measures tend to be found in developing cou articulariy, i [ nd/or in

007). The first is that women
epresentation. This usually occurs when women'’s groups
realize that quotas are a and maybe [ [
political representation.

! yomen’s groups in other countries, and even

men. In all of these mstances women'’s groups pursue

ards change, however, they recognize that this is Iikely to be
, targeted actions to promote female candidates.

The second'e ation is that political elites adopt quotas for strategic reasons, generally
related to competitiorpwith other parties. Various case studies suggest, for example, that
party elites often adopt quotas when one of their rivals adopts them (Caul 2001; Meier 2004).
This concern may be heightened if the party seeks to overcome a long period in opposition
or a dramatic decrease in popularity. In other contexts, elites view quotas as a way to
demonstrate some sort of commitment to women without really intending to alter existing
patterns of inequality, or alternatively, as a means to promote other political ends, like
maintaining control over political rivals within or outside the party. If these motives are
correct, the adoption of quotas may be less about empowering women in politics and more
about how quotas fit in — perhaps serendipitously — with various other struggles among
political elites.



The third is that quotas are adopted when they mesh with existing or emerging notions of equality
and representation. Evidence indicates that gender quotas are compatible in distinct ways with a
number of normative frameworks. Some scholars view quota adoption as consistent with
ideas about equality and fair access. They point out that left-wing parties are generally more
open to measures such as quotas because these match with their more general goals of social
equality. Others interpret quotas as a method to recognize difference and the need for
proportional representation. Quotas for women are thus a logical extension of guarantees
given to other groups based on linguistic, religious, racial, and other cleavages. A final
observation is that quotas tend to emerge during periods of democratic innovation. In these
countries, quotas may be seen as a way to establish the legitimacy new political system
during democratic transition or the creation of new democratic gAStitutions. Taken together,
these arguments analyze quotas in relation to their ‘fit’ with of the political context:
they do not reflect principled concerns to empower wom ic strategies to win or
maintain power.

Development Community, and the Or@anizati can States — have issued
declarations recommending that all memg - i nt women in all

2006b). International imposition occurs in &a g ational actors are directly
involved in quota adoptioggeither by decidi

actors pressing for quota adoption.
9ens in cases where international actors seek to prevent
obilization by local women’s groups and

However, plnpomtm Wwhy some quotas are more effective than others is a complicated task:
in addition to features of specific quota policies, which affect their likelihood of being
implemented, quotas are introduced when variations already exist in the percentage of
women in national parliaments. Cross-national variations are thus the combined result of
quotas — where they are present — and other political, social, and economic factors that were
often at work before quotas were established (see Table 2). As a result, quotas do not simply
lead to gains proportional to the quota policy, but also interact, both positively and
negatively, with various features of the broader political context.

Three broad explanations have been offered to untangle these effects. The first links
variations in quota implementation to details of quota measures themselves. Some scholars connect



quota impact to the type of measure involved. Although most studies agree that reserved
seats generally produce small changes in women’s representation (Chowdhury 2002), some
claim that party quotas are more effective than other types of quotas because they are
voluntary measures, adopted from concerns about electoral advantage (Leijenaar 1997).
Others insist that legislative quotas are more effective because they bind all political parties,
rather than merely those who choose to adopt quotas, and are enforced by state
bureaucracies and the courts, rather than simply party leaders (Jones 1998).

More recent work delves deeper into variations within and across types, seeking to
understand why specific quota measures are more or less effective in achieving changes in
women’s representation. These scholars argue that the impact of quotas stems from
the wording of the quota, whether the language used in the poligy’strengthens the quota
requirement or reduces ambiguity or vagueness regarding th s of implementation; the

placed and to which elections the policy applies; the s
policy establishes organs for reviewing and enforci i procedures for
punishing or rectifying non-compliance; and the
the policy is viewed as legal or constitutional f
international law.

A second explanation relates tf
existing institutional frameworks. Most studi€s
electoral system, examining how electora
effect of quotas on women’s representatio : uotas have the greatest
impact in proportional repke i ' osed lists and high district

fit” between quota measures and
racteristics of the

ively affect quota implementation, including
the possibility for Jfi each district
(Costa Benavides 2003), t iste istinci/€lectoral systems for different types of

selves, to discern partisan dynamics that aid or subvert quota
at quotas are more likely to have an impact in party systems
and larger parties respond to policy innovations initiated by
smaller parties (Ko 1991; Stykarsdottir 1986), as well as in parties with left-wing
ideologies where the party leadership is able to enforce party or national regulations (Caul
1999; Davidson-Schmich 2006). Still others observe higher rates of implementation across all
parties in countries where the political culture emphasizes sexual difference and group
representation (Meier 2004), and lower rates of compliance in countries where the political
culture stresses sexual equality and individual representation (Inhetveen 1999).

A third explanation outlines the actors who support and oppose quotas and their respective
roles in guaranteeing or undermining quota implementation. Much of this literature focuses on
political party elites as the group most directly responsible for variations in the impact of
quotas, since the effective application of quotas largely hinges around elites’ willingness to
recruit female candidates. Most accounts expose the ways that elites seek to mitigate quota
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impact through passive refusal to enforce quotas to more active measures to subvert their
intended effect (Aradjo 2003; Costa Benavides 2003), to the point of even committing large-
scale electoral fraud and widespread intimidation of female candidates (Delgadillo 2000;
Human Rights Watch 2004).

Many also mention other actors who play a direct or indirect role in enforcing quota
provisions, including women’s organizations both inside and outside the political parties who
pressure elites to comply with quota provisions, distribute information on quota regulations
both to elites and the general public, and train female candidates to negotiate better positions
on their respective party lists (Camacho Granados et al 1997; Durriey 1999); national and
international courts who provide an arena to challenge non-compli and require parties
to redo lists that do not comply with the law (Jones 2004; Villa a Flores 2003); and
ordinary citizens who engage in public scrutiny of parties’ se ractices through reports

Kolinsky 1991).
Gender Quota Policies in Latin America an

Evidence from around the world suggests th sets of factars work
together to shape the effects of gender quota policies. [ly, multiple combinations

quota policies combined with proportionalirépre [ stems and strong elite
support often produce gains in women’s ¢ i

weak elite but strong civil segie e e | Or success is simultaneous

attention to all three ofghese'e iliti iCh become evident when we
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quota policig 3 e a variety of different forms across countries.
Their imya e OVEra of women elected depends largely on (1) the number
and si gijuotas and (2) the percentage of women provided
for any of the most successful policies ‘frame’ quotas in

representation in pa tis currently 47.3% (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2007a). Since the
1920s, women have m@bilized inside and outside the political parties to pressure elites to
select more female candidates. Their efforts resulted in a gradual strengthening of party
measures to promote women: from the inclusion of at least one woman per list in the 1950s
and 1960s, to recommendations and targets of “at least 40% women” in the 1970s and
1980s, to stricter 50% party quotas in the 1990s and 2000s. Importantly, the final push for
equal representation came after women’s representation decreased in 1991 for the first time
since 1928. Women from all the parties threatened to leave to form their own women’s party
if the established parties did not take steps to recruit more female candidates. In response,
most parties agreed to alternate between men and women on their party lists. Interestingly,
many insisted that this was not a ‘quota’ but rather the principle of varannan damernas (‘every
other one for the ladies’), which referred to a tradition in Swedish countryside dances where



men asked women to dance for one song and then women asked men to dance for the next
song. (In many towns, this was also known as the practice of ‘democratic dancing’). Similar
policies are known as the ‘zipper principle’ in Western and Eastern Europe and the ‘zebra
principle’ in Southern Africa. Quotas have been particularly effective in Sweden because they
have been adopted by all the political parties, they aim for 50% female representation, and —
given the context of their adoption — parties believe that they would lose female voters if
they do not fully implement these policies. The effects of these policies are heightened by
the fact that Sweden has a proportional representation electoral system that employs closed
lists, which enables parties to ensure that approximately 50% women will be elected (for
more details, see Dahlerup and Freidenvall 2005; Freidenvall 2005; Krook 2005).

Party quotas have been less successful in increasing wo
countries. In some cases, this is because the parties that ado

's representation in other
are very few and very
hiyama 2003) This

parties adopt quotas but then are forced to abandon' e tOMegal challenges. For
example, in the United Kingdom, the Labour Party institute@ha policy in 1993 that pledged to
consider only female candidates in 509 ini
the 1997 elections. However, this polic ale party members
who were overlooked as possible candidat
had been designated for all-women shortli
courts in 1996 on the ground

eyentually overturned by the
e Sex Discrimination Act,

matic increases hard to achieve (for more information, see
3sell 2005).

Legislative qua ich are the most common type of quota policy in Latin America,
are similarly diverse. Fheir impact on the overall numbers of women elected stems mainly
from (1) the percentage of women provided for by the quota law, (2) degree to which the
policy constrains the behavior of political parties, and (3) the extent to which women’s
groups remain vigilant over the implementation of the quota policy. In Latin America, the
two countries with the most successful legislative quotas are Argentina and Costa Rica, for
very similar reasons. In Argentina, both houses of parliament passed a law in 1991 that
specified that parties were to nominate at least 30% women in list positions where they were
likely to be elected. The idea for the quota emerged through meetings of women from all the
major political parties (Bonder and Nari 1995). They had learned about experiments with
quotas at the UN Third World Conference on Women, as well as through contacts with
women in the Spanish Socialist Party, where quotas had been adopted in 1988 (Valiente



2005), and women'’s groups in Costa Rica, where a bill proposing quotas was under
consideration also in 1988 (Lubertino Beltran 1992). Confusion over what constituted an
‘electable’ position, however, led to a series of constitutional and legal debates, as well as a
number of presidential decrees, over the course of the 1990s that clarified the precise
requirements of the quota law, including the placement of women and the procedures for
rectifying non-compliance (Chama 2001; Durrieu 1999). As these stricter interpretations
took effect, the proportion of women in the lower house of parliament increased from 6%
in 1991 to 14% in 1993, 22% in 1995, 28% in 1997, 27% in 1999, 30% in 2001, and 35% in
2005. When these provisions applied to the Senate for the first time, women’s representation
jumped directly from 3% in 1999 to 35% in 2001, increasing to 43% in 2005 (Krook 2005;
Inter-Parliamentary Union 2007a).

In Costa Rica, a quota law was discussed as early as 1 rt of the proposed Bill

recommended that parties adopt their own measures t. presentation
(Camacho Granados et al 1997). Supporters contin to the electoral
code, however, and parliament eventually adopt cig Quesada
2003). Because the law required all parties to r candidate

selection, but made no formal requirements regardin cement on4arty lists,

While the court rejected placement mafidates i i ed them in 1999, arguing that
in order to conform to the law, parties mu in_selectable positions,
defined by the court as the number of seats e [ ction. As a consequence,
the proportion of women in parliament incte C m 14% in 1994 to 19% in 1998,
but jumped to 35% in 200
ere increasingly more successful
high proportion of women, women’s

of the quota law, calling on political
and clarifications each time the policy was

g’effective in other countries, leading to stagnation
omen elected. In France, both houses of parliament

tes for all elections. The new law set out distinct requirements
for different sor electighs, however, according to the type of electoral system used. For
local elections held UR@leFproportional representation, the law obliged parties to achieve
parity per group of six)Candidates, with three men and three women in any order, with
rejection of the list being the penalty for non-compliance. For elections to the lower house
of parliament governed by two-round majoritarian voting, the law required parties to present
equal numbers of male and female candidates across all electoral districts, with no
specification as to which districts female candidates should be placed, with a financial
penalty for non-compliance. While all parties complied at the local level, regulations at the
national level created distinct incentives for smaller versus larger parties: smaller parties
generally respected parity, because they were under pressure to maximize the amount of
state subsidy that they could claim, while larger parties did not, because they could absorb
losses in state funding by recouping money later through winning more seats (Bird 2003;
Murray 2004). As a consequence, the proportion of women in local councils jumped from



26% to 48% in 2001, while women’s representation in the lower house of parliament barely
rose from 11% to 12% in 2002 (Krook 2005).

In Brazil, quotas were first debated inside the political parties as early as 1986, but
proposals for national quotas appeared only in 1995, when both houses of parliament
approved a 20% quota for local elections, along with a reform allowing parties to nominate
20% more candidates than seats available. Following the UN’s Fourth World Conference on
Women, women'’s groups stepped up their lobbying and no less than eight proposals for
various types of quota laws were presented between 1995 and 1997 (Araujo 2003). In 1996,
both houses of parliament established a 20% quota for state and federal elections that was
raised to 25% in 1998 and 30% in 2000. At the same time, howev bers of parliament
passed another regulation allowing parties to present 50% moregandidates than seats
available. Combined, these provisions introduced a crucial e use regarding the

women, the possibility to nominate 150% meant that [ Ice propose a

candidate list consisting entirely of men (Htun 200 of women in
the lower house of parliament actually decreased i

dropping from 6% in 1994 to 5% in 1998, alt dto 8% in
2002 and 9% in 2006 (Araujo 2003; Inter-Parliamen i ). In France and Brazil,

therefore, quota laws have largely failed to increase wo political representation. In both
tparti or circumventing the quota
requirements which, combined with the\@ n’s groups, have

produced disappointing results.

In addition, quotasdiemai )\vgrsial in many countries, despite a growing
international norm in f a). This has limited their effects in
some cases; in othe bject to legal challenges and subsequently
overturned, as in Colombig . Whi some cases such developments have
it noting that such setbacks have been
outside Latin America. As mentioned above,
in the United Kingdom, following reform of the Sex
Aet now allows — but does not require — parties to

quotas were declareding@nstitutional in 1982 (France) and 1995 (Italy). In both cases,
women’s groups trangformed this legal setback into a strategy for change, focused on
reforming the constitutional articles on equality that had been used to overturn the earlier
quotas. While difficult, these changes were achieved in France in 1999 and in Italy in 2003
after extensive mobilization (Guadagnini 2005; Krook 2005). Reforms to the French
electoral law soon followed in 2000. However, despite various proposals, similar changes
have not occurred yet in Italy, because although various quota reforms have been approved
by the Chamber of Deputies, they have never yet reached the floor of the Senate. These
cases suggest that legal obstacles surrounding quotas can be resolved in ways that allow new
quota policies to be passed, although such changes generally require sustained mobilization
by women’s groups to ensure that new policies are approved.



Conclusions and Recommendations

This overview of gender quota policies around the world reveals that a wide range of
actors are engaged in quota campaigns, and that the issue of women’s representation has
now reached the political agenda in countries around the world. Viewed together, patterns of
adoption and implementation suggest that political action plays a crucial role in shaping
women’s access to political office. Most obviously, the spread of quotas challenges the idea
that increases in the number of women in politics occur ‘naturally.” However, while quota
adoption appears to be a major reason for these recent shifts in representation in recent
years, it is important to recognize that not all quotas have their intended effects. Many

Designing more effective gender quotas requirg features: the
design of quota policies, the ‘fit’ between quotas andgbroader political st res, and the
relative balance between actors who support and features
may fit together in a number of different ways int some

rty g greater
impact on the numbers of women elected to political o hen (1) many parties, especially
several larger parties, adopt these policigs; d call for a relatively high

3 quotas are framed in

ways that link them to well-understood and practices and traditions.
Legislative quotas tend to result in increase gpresentation when (1) these laws
require a relatively high prepextion of femaléicz 0 b nominated by the political
parties; (2) these laws st i itical parties or, alternatively, create

positive incentives fgrp omen; and (3) women’s groups continue

ensure that parties imple
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Appendix: The Adoption and Impact of Gender Quota Policies Worldwide

Table 1: Gender Quota Policies by Date of Adoption, Region, and Quota Type

Decade Region Reserved Seats Party Quotas Legislative Quotas
1930s Asia India
1940s Asia Taiwan
1950s Asia Pakistan China
1960s Africa Ghana
1970s Asia Bangladesh

Africa Tanzania***

Middle East Egypt* Israel

Sudan***

Western Europe

1980s Africa Uganda
Latin America

North America
Western Europe

Kingdom

1990s Africa Cape Verde Namibia**
Cameroon
Mozambique
Namibia**
Senegal

South Africa
India***
Philippines** North Korea
Philippines**
South Korea***
Taiwan***
Eastern Europe Armenia** Armenia**
Czech Republic
Estonia
Hungary
Kyrgyzstan
Lithuania
Poland
Slovakia
Slovenia
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Latin America

Middle East
Pacific

Western Europe

Africa

Asia

Eastern Europe

Latin America

Bolivia**
Dominican
Republic**
El Salvador
Haiti
Mexico***
Nicaragua
Venezuela**

Argentina
Bolivia**
Brazil
Colombia*
Costa Rica
Dominican
Republic**
Ecuador
Guyana
Mexico***
Panama
eru
Venezuela*, **

Equatorial
Guinea
Ethiopia
Ivory Coast
Kenya
Malawi

Mali

Sierra Leone
Zimbabwe
Thailand

Bosnia-
Herzegovina**
Croatia
Macedonia**
Moldova

Djibouti
Liberia
Mauritania
Niger
Rwanda**

Indonesia
South Korea***
Bosnia-
Herzegovina**
Macedonia**
Romania
Serbia and
Montenegro
Uzbekistan
Honduras
Mexico***
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Middle East Bahrain Algeria Afghanistan
Jordan Morocco** Iraq
Morocco** Tunisia Palestinian
Yemen Territory, Occupied
Western Europe Malta
Portugal

Source: Krook 2006b, 312-313, updated.

*Measure later repealed. **Two quota measures adopted in the same decade. ***Two quota

measures adopted in different decades.
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Table 2: The Implementation of Gender Quota Laws

Region and
Country

Latin America
Argentina
Bolivia
Brazil
Colombia**
Costa Rica
Dominican
Republic
Ecuador
Guyana
Honduras
Mexico
Panama
Paraguay
Peru
Venezuela***

Eastern Europe
Armenia
Bosnia-
Herzegovina
Macedonia
Serbia &
Montenegro

Asia

North Korea
Philippines
South Korea

Western Europe
Belgium
France
Portugal

Middle East
Afghanistan
Iraq
Palestinian

Quota Law,
Single/ Lower
House

30%
30%
25%
30%
40%
25%, 33%

20%, 30%
33%
30%
30%, 30%
30%
20%
25%, 30%
30%

5%
33%

Year Adopted | % Women
Before Quota

1991 8.7% (1989)

1997 6.9% (1993)

1997 6.6% (1994)

1999 11.8% (1998)

1996 15.8% (1994)

1997,2000 | 11.7% (1994)

1997, 2000

Unknown

2000

1996, 2002

1997

1996
1997, 2001
1998, 28

7% (1998)
12.0% (1954)
8.09% (1999)
6.1% (1988)
1998 20.1% (1990)
1986 10.7% (1992)
2000 3.7% (1996)
1994 9.4% (1991)
1999-2000 | 10.9% (1997)
2006 21.3% (2005)
2004 N/A
2004 7.6% (2000)
2005 N/A

% Women
After Quota

35.096(2005)
16.9%(2005)
8.6% (2002)*

23.4%(
22.6%(200
16.7% (2004
0% (2003
29.2% (2006
18.0% (2005

3% (2003)
16.7%(2002)*

28.3% (2006)
12.0% (2003)

20.3% (2003)
11.3% (2004)
5.9% (1999)

20.1% (2003)
15.7% (2004)
13.4% (2004)

34.7% (2003)
12.2% (2002)
Unknown

27.3% (2005)
25.5% (2005)

Unknown

Impact of
Quota, Points

+26.3
+10.0
+2.0
+0.2
+22.8
+8.0

+8.3
+3.3
-0.2
+0
+5.0
+9.7

+25.3
+1.1

+27.3
+17.9
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Territory, Occ.

Africa

Burundi 30% 2005 18.4% (1993) | 30.5% (2005) | +12.1
Djibouti 10% 2002 0.0% (2003) | 10.8% (2003) | +10.8
Liberia 30% 2005 5.3% (2003) | 12.5% (2005) | +7.2
Mauritania 20% 2006 Unknown Unknown -
Niger 10%, 25% | 2001,2004 | 1.2% 12.4% (2004) | +11.2
Rwanda 30% 2003 25.7% (1994) | 48.8% (2003) | +23.1

Sources: Own data; Inter-Parliamentary Union 1995; Inter-Parliamentary Union 2007a.
*Most recent election results (2006) unknown. **Quotas repealed uotas repealed and
then reinstated.
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