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Foreword  
UNDP and UN Women

Women’s full and equal participation in political and 
electoral processes can be considered to be one of the 
litmus tests for women’s empowerment and gender 
equality. When women participate in elections – as 
voters, candidates, electoral administrators, or party 
supporters – they can express their own needs and inter-
ests. Decisions better reflect the electorate. Political pro-
cesses are more inclusive. Democracy is strengthened.

While significant attention has been paid to women’s 
political participation in the electoral process, less 
focus has been placed on the bodies which administer 
elections – commonly known as electoral management 
bodies (EMBs) – and the role they play in encouraging 
women’s participation. The entry points for doing so 
across the electoral cycle are numerous and include 
voter registration, voter education, candidate registra-
tion, and ensuring women’s access to polling places on 
election day. 

As this Guide outlines, it is important for EMBs to 
ensure that their internal processes and practices are 
gender-sensitive. This includes making a clear com-
mitment to gender equality through a gender policy, 
or by including gender-sensitive elements in the EMB’s 
strategic plan; ensuring that women are represented 
throughout the entire organization, including in lead-
ership roles; providing gender-sensitive training to all 
staff; and ensuring that all the data collected by EMBs are 
disaggregated by sex. By adopting these practices, EMBs 
can become models of gender-sensitive institutions.

For UNDP and UN Women, the achievement of gender 
equality and empowerment of women in political and 
electoral processes is a top priority. Many Country 
Offices across all regions are engaged in programmes 
to build the capacity of EMBs to advance women’s polit-
ical participation. This Guide highlights the important 
work being carried out by the UN and by EMBs, 
offering concrete examples of steps which can be taken 
to remove remaining barriers. 

This Guide showcases innovative and effective pro-
gramming interventions, through which our orga-
nizations will continue to support women’s political 
empowerment. It reflects the highly collaborative rela-
tionship between UNDP and UN Women on political 
and electoral participation, and provides good practice 
examples of where our relationship with EMBs can be 
strengthened. Forging these strategic partnerships is 
essential in delivering quality outcomes for women.

We thank all those who generously gave their time to 
provide insights into the workings of EMBs around 
the world. We hope this publication serves as a useful 
resource for practitioners in this field.

Helen Clark  
Administrator  
United Nations  
Development Programme 

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka 
Executive Director 
UN Women 
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Foreword  
Electoral Management Body

Electoral Management Bodies know well the critical 
role they play in the administration of elections and, 
indeed, the importance of their contribution to this 
key cornerstone of democracy. The world over, we are 
staffed by individuals dedicated to the highest stan-
dards of impartiality, integrity and accountability. We 
know that confidence in the outcome of an election is, 
to a large extent, dependent on our professionalism 
and the transparency of our processes. We work with a 
broad range of stakeholders, from those who have much 
to gain from the outcome of the election to those who 
are not sure how to participate. 

EMBs dedicate their work to ensuring that every eli-
gible citizen who wishes to participate in an election 
may do so. Women, who have historically been margin-
alized in the electoral process, are a key constituency 
in this work. As this Guide demonstrates, through tar-
geted interventions, training and recruitment, EMBs 
can increase the level of women’s electoral participation 
as voters. EMBs can also ensure that, where legislation 
is in place, the rules for registering a certain number of 
women candidates are adhered to.

This Guide documents a wealth of good practice exam-
ples of actions taken by EMBs in all regions in order 
to increase women’s electoral participation and ensure 
gender mainstreaming throughout the work of the insti-
tution. It also highlights the importance of dedicated, 
high-level commitments to gender equality. I hope my 
own experience as the president of the Central Election 
Commission of Bosnia and Herzegovina (December 
2009 – September 2011) serves as a useful role model 
in this respect.

Our joint efforts and commitment to improve wom-
en’s electoral participation, both as voters and as can-
didates, have to be well-coordinated and therefore this 
Guide will certainly serve as an important reference for 
our future activities and actions. 

I thank UNDP and UN Women for their constructive 
partnership with EMBs across the world in developing 
this Guide and for their continuing support in pro-
moting women’s electoral participation.

Mrs. Irena Hadziabdic 
Central Election Commission Member  
Bosnia and Herzegovina 
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EMBs have a key role in promoting women’s 

electoral and political participation. An EMB can 

get its ‘house in order’ so that when it conducts 

elections and carries out its work, it has the 

necessary capacity and resources to ensure that a 

gender perspective is mainstreamed at every stage.
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Inclusive elections, where all those eligible have the opportunity to vote to 
choose their elected representatives, are central to democracy. Ensuring 
that women and men can and do participate without unfair barriers is a core 
component of delivering an inclusive election. This Guide presents the positive 
work being done by the very institutions that manage elections, known as 
Electoral Management Bodies (EMBs), to ensure women are able to play a 
key role within these institutions, as well as more broadly in the processes 
by which an electoral event is conducted and in the electoral event itself. 

Although not commonly acknowledged, EMBs have a 
key role in promoting women’s electoral and political 
participation. While there are different models, EMBs 
are tasked with the responsibility of conducting the 
election and managing all the stages in the lead-up to 
an election event, such as voter registration, candidate 
registration, polling preparations, and voter education 
and outreach. These institutions are staffed by individ-
uals who abide by service values that prioritize impar-
tiality, probity, accountability and the highest ethical 
standards. Confidence in the outcome of an election is 
highly dependent on the professionalism, transparency, 
integrity and trust of an EMB, and the way in which it 
administers the election. 

In most countries, these institutions play a crucial role 
in the design and/or implementation of electoral pol-
icies. With their in-depth knowledge of electoral leg-
islation, EMBs are uniquely placed to support gender 
equality and women’s empowerment in the electoral 
process. A close examination of an EMB’s institutional 
structures, processes, rules and norms can help identify 

ways and means to increase women’s participation. 
Unpacking any potential obstacles to women’s partic-
ipation requires an examination of how institutional 
structures, processes, rules and norms contribute to 
their perpetuation. 

Many EMBs that have prioritized advancing gender 
equality and women’s empowerment have been able to 
proactively create an enabling environment for women’s 
participation. This good will notwithstanding, many 
lack the know-how or have not developed the strate-
gies and plans to put this good will into practice. So 
far, there has been limited evidence or guidance for 
EMBs on how to ensure women’s meaningful and equal 
participation in electoral administration and initiatives 
that have sought to empower women in electoral admin-
istration have not been well documented. 

There are different ways to ensure that the goal of 
gender equality is achieved, including by (a) integrating 
a gender mainstreaming perspective throughout 
the institutions responsible and in all the work they 
undertake, whereby every facet gives consideration to 

Introduction
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differential impacts on men and women, and (b) by 
integrating gender-specific or gender-targeted interven-
tions to tackle specific areas, including through affir-
mative action measures. A successful gender equality 
strategy includes a combination of the two. 

i. Purpose and structure of this guide
This Guide seeks to provide assistance to those working 
to increase the participation of women in electoral pro-
cesses and electoral administration. Women remain the 
largest group marginalized from electoral and polit-
ical processes in many countries, although women as a 
group are not homogenous (with differences, inter alia, 
in age, class, caste, race, disability, ethnicity, economic 
and social standing). The Guide presents existing prac-
tices and options for reform that may assist EMBs and 
assistance providers such as UNDP, UN Women and 
other UN agencies in their work. It does not prescribe 
a particular methodology or path, but provides options 
for use that are based on real world experience. 

The entry points identified would primarily be imple-
mented or undertaken by EMBs and, thus, these bodies 
are the primary audience of this Guide. In many 

developing and transitional democracies, EMBs are 
being assisted by international organizations as they 
evolve and institutionalize their operations. This Guide 
is therefore also designed to assist these actors in their 
work of supporting the design and implementation of 
gender-sensitive electoral assistance activities. 

EMBs are often considered the impartial arbiters of 
elections. As such, they are not responsible for the 
recruitment, training or funding of political candi-
dates – be they men or women. While women continue 
to be underrepresented in electoral politics, actions to 
redress this situation such as electoral system reform 
(including the adoption of temporary special mea-
sures), campaign finance reform or the training of 
women candidates generally do not fall under the remit 
of an EMB and are amply covered in other publications. 
This Guide considers the work undertaken by EMBs 
and other bodies involved in delivering an election.

When contemplating change, it is useful to know what 
others have done. This report provides examples of 
actions taken by EMBs in all regions in order to increase 
women’s electoral participation and ensure gender 
mainstreaming throughout the work of the institution. 

The report is not intended to provide 
an exhaustive list of all such activities, 
but instead to be a sampling in order 
to add real experience to the princi-
ples and theoretical ideas of what can 
be done. The report does not attempt 
to prescribe a particular approach 
and recognizes that the issues and 
solutions will vary according to each 
country’s national context. What has 
worked well in one place and time may 
not be appropriate in all countries, but 
may prompt ideas for other actions 
within the specific context. 

The material will also be of interest 
and use to others who work to support 
credible and inclusive electoral pro-
cesses and the work of the EMBs, such 
as civil society organizations, political ©
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parties and the media. While there is generally a lack of 
documentation of initiatives in this area, examples have 
been drawn from more than 50 countries. We hope that 
this Guide will stimulate new initiatives and more rig-
orous work in this area. 

This Guide is divided into two parts. The first concerns 
the institution of the EMB itself and strategies by which 
its internal policies and processes can become more 
gender-sensitive. While improving the participation 
of women within the institution at all levels, including 
in leadership, is one of those strategies, ensuring that 
an institution is gender-sensitive also involves an exam-
ination of its internal policies and working methods. 
Part A, then, is about how an EMB may get its ‘house 
in order’ so that, when it conducts elections and carries 
out its work, it has the necessary capacity and resources 
to ensure that a gender equality perspective is main-
streamed at every stage and that none of its activities 
inadvertently discriminate against women.

Part B details the work and activities of EMBs and the 
entry points that can be used to promote women’s elec-
toral and political participation. In many respects, 
EMBs are the impartial implementers of the laws and 
regulations that govern elections. Because of their 
close involvement in implementing these rules, EMBs 
also play a significant role in their development and 
amendment. Part B, then, begins by explaining EMBs 
role in implementing the legal framework and then 
considers some of the mechanics of the electoral pro-
cess – from voter registration and candidate nomina-
tion, to voting and ensuring women’s safety during the 
electoral period. Part B concludes with an examination 
of the work of EMBs in raising awareness among the 
electorate on the rights of women to vote and stand for 
election, through voter outreach.

Methodology
Two original UNDP surveys were used to gather infor-
mation for this Guide. The first survey sought to iden-
tify gender mainstreaming practices within EMBs 
across regions of the world through a set of 25 standard 
questions. Thirty EMBs reported their activities and, 

in five additional countries, the EMB survey was com-
pleted by the UNDP Country Office on behalf of the 
electoral body, for a full survey sample size of 35 cases. 
This ‘EMB Survey’ asked a series of questions about 
activities designed to encourage women to register and 
to vote and questions about gender mainstreaming in 
the internal working of the organization and staffing. 
The list of the 35 countries that completed the survey is 
provided at the end of the report (see Annex A). 

A second survey sought to gather information about 
UNDP programming on electoral assistance from 
Country Office projects. This ‘UNDP Survey’ was com-
pleted by 51 Country Offices and includes information 
about how electoral assistance activities have targeted 
women’s empowerment, if at all. Additional material 
on UNDP and UN Women activities was gathered from 
standard project results reporting exercises conducted 
annually. We acknowledge that some of the countries 
discussed may have undertaken further activities in this 
domain since the circulation of the surveys. 

Examples of activities from other international orga-
nizations were obtained through desk research. In 
addition, online resources and networks like the ACE 
Electoral Knowledge Network and iKNOWPolitics were 
consulted, along with domestic and international elec-
toral observer reports, electoral management body web-
sites and communications with electoral management 
bodies. The research could not cover every election or 
EMB and there will be other innovative and effective 
actions that have been used to encourage women voters 
and to implement gender mainstreaming within elec-
toral management bodies.  

The Electoral Cycle Approach
This Guide follows the electoral cycle approach in 
tracking the various components of the work of an EMB 
through a full electoral cycle – the time between one 
election and the next election to the same body (usually 
national). This approach1 has been developed in recent 
years to assist with the planning and implementation of 
electoral assistance given the complex and interdepen-
dent nature of electoral work. 
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A summary of this Guide, presented in table 
form, lists the possible actions that are discussed 
in the report in terms of the electoral cycle. Work 
within every EMB follows the electoral cycle – 
whether this is done so implicitly or explicitly – 
so this summary table provides a practical guide 
on the steps that could most usefully be contem-
plated at each phase of the cycle: pre-election 
period, election period, post-electoral or 
inter-election period.

When contemplating the electoral cycle, it is 
important to recall that, while some actions that 
relate to a given process – such as polling – will 
take place during the electoral period, the deci-
sions about what is required and the planning 
will have taken place between elections or in 
the pre-election preparation period. In partic-
ular, many processes that affect women as voters 
and women in the EMB will be informed or con-
strained by the legal framework. To allow for full 
assessment and consideration of the gender gap 
and formulation of appropriate solutions, much 
of the work discussed in the Guide will be most 
effective if performed as part of the post-election 
review phase and the planning phases that 
take place in the period between elections. For 
example, where voter outreach may be needed in 
order to change a culture where women do not 
participate in elections, this needs to be planned 
well before the election period and, if possible, 
delivery needs to start in the pre-election period. 

Promoting gender  
Equality in the  
Electoral Cycle

Pre-election period
(the years between the post-election period and 
the announcement of the next election)

REgIsTRATIoN

•  Conduct a mapping of 
registration procedures

•   Ensure provision of 
sex-disaggregated data

•  Ensure need for proof of 
identity is not a barrier

•  Consider need for 
flexibility in regulations 
for displaced peoples

•  Consider need for 
taking registration 
to the people

•  Consider need 
for women-only 
registration teams 

•  Include gender-sensitive 
actions in the role 
descriptions, checklists 
and training

•  Deliver gender-sensitive 
outreach about 
registration as needed

NoMINATIoN 
oF CANDIDATEs 
& PARTIEs

•   Ensure the enforcement 
of nomination rules 
regarding number of 
women candidates

•   Ensure enforce-
ment of campaign 
finance rules regarding 
gender equality

voTER oUTREACH

•   Plan gender-sensitive 
voter outreach 
programmes – 
message, audience 
and delivery method

•  Deliver voter outreach 
programmes for 
women that give 
consideration to best 
delivery methods

•  Work with media on 
gender-aware outreach 
and reporting

•  Work with civil society 
organizations on 
gender-aware outreach

Figure 1: 
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Internal EMB organization

•  Assess needs 
through a 
gender mapping 
or assessment 
exercise

•  Commit to 
gender equality 
by developing 
a gender policy 
and action plan

•  Use the 
recruitment 
and promo-
tion process to 
achieve gender 
balance at 
all levels

•  Consider the 
appointment 
of gender 
focal points 
or a gender 
equality unit

•  Institute process 
to collect sex- 
disaggregated 
data

•  Include sex 
disaggregation 
in data analysis

•  Provide training 
on all new 
procedures 
and in gender 
awareness for 
all staff

Election period
(announcement to results)

Post-election period
(after the election results)

PlANNINg FoR 
ElECTIoN DAY

•   Conduct a mapping 
of polling procedures

•   Consider polling 
place location 
and provision 
of equipment

•   Consider need for 
women-only polling 
stations or booths 
within the polling 
station and/or mobile 
polling stations

•   Plan how to recruit 
women and men to 
work in polling places

•   Conduct gender 
sensitivity training for 
polling staff

•   Include gender 
sensitivity in 
role descriptions 
and checklists

•   Ensure ballot paper 
and instructions 
made accessible 
for people who 
cannot read

•   Consider need 
for flexibility in 
regulations for 
displaced peoples

PollINg PlACE 
MANAgEMENT

•  Ensure safety of 
polling station staff 
and voters by adopting 
appropriate measures

•  Deliver priority in queue 
for pregnant women 
and mothers

•  Organize women-only 
queues and/or polling 
stations or booths 
within the station 
(where appropriate)

•  Deliver mobile polling 
stations (where needed)

•  Consider arrangements 
for collecting 
sex-disaggregated data 

voTER  
INFoRMATIoN

•  Deliver voter outreach 
about election day 
(planned and designed 
in pre-election period)

•  Give consideration to 
best delivery methods

sTRATEgIC AND 
ACTIoN PlAN

•  Conduct a mapping 
of EMB policies and 
processes to identify 
any gender inequalities

•  Set gender-related 
goals for registration 
and voting

•  Set voter outreach 
policy and goals

•  Include internal gender 
mainstreaming goals

•  Consider appointment 
of gender focal points 
or a gender unit

ElECTIoN 
AssEssMENT

•  Include gender issues in 
the assessment of the 
past election

•  Review operations 
manuals and outreach 
materials from a 
gender perspective

•  Include sex 
disaggregation in 
data analysis

RECoMMENDATIoNs 
FoR REgUlAToRY 
FRAMEWoRK

•  Assess whether any 
regulations require 
revision, including to 
ensure enforcement 
(e.g., candidate quota)

•  Assess whether 
any regulations or 
processes require 
review to produce 
sex-disaggregated data 
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ii. Terminology
Electoral assistance refers to all initiatives and activ-
ities that are intended to improve the quality of elec-
toral processes and institutions in partner countries.2 

Electoral assistance stresses the transfer of professional 
skills, operational knowledge and long-term capacity 
and institutional strengthening, of different stake-
holders of an electoral process.3

United Nations technical assistance on elections 
includes the legal, operational and logistic assis-
tance provided to develop or improve electoral laws, 
processes and institutions. UN technical assistance 
primarily focuses on election administration and insti-
tutions, such as electoral management bodies, and the 
UN should systematically consider gender issues in all 
aspects of its technical electoral assistance.4 

Electoral management body (EMB) are the structures 
and individuals responsible for carrying out the many 
activities involved in the planning and administering of 
elections. While a single body may be primarily respon-
sible for most of these activities, it is also common for 
electoral administration tasks to be distributed across 
multiple bodies.5 In some contexts, different line min-
istries perform electoral administration functions such 
as voter registration and media regulation.

Gender balance refers to the participation of an approx-
imately equal number of women and men within an 
activity or organization. Examples are representation 
in committees, decision-making structures or staffing 
levels between women and men.

Gender equality means equal opportunities, rights and 
responsibilities for women and men, girls and boys. 
Equality does not mean that women and men are the 
same but that women’s and men’s opportunities, rights 
and responsibilities do not depend on whether they are 
born female or male. It implies that the interests, needs 
and priorities of both women and men are taken into 
consideration.6 

Gender mainstreaming is the process of assessing the 
implications for women and men of any planned action, 
including legislation, policy or programmes, in all 
areas and at all levels.7 Gender mainstreaming in EMBs 

ensures that women’s and men’s concerns, needs and 
experiences are taken fully into account in the design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of all activ-
ities. Through this process, the EMB seeks to reduce 
the gaps in development opportunities between women 
and men and work towards equality between them as 
an integral part of the organization’s strategy, policies 
and operations, and the focus of continued efforts to 
achieve excellence.8 The term ‘gender integration’ is 
also used in some contexts. 

Gender-sensitive takes into consideration the diver-
sity of various groups of women and men, their specific 
activities and challenges.9

Gender-specific or gender-targeted interventions seek 
to tackle specific areas where women are unrepresented 
or disadvantaged, including through the adoption of 
temporary special measures, and are part of a compre-
hensive gender mainstreaming approach. 

Sex-disaggregated data are collected and tabulated 
separately for women and men. They allow for the mea-
surement of differences between women and men on 
various social and economic dimensions.10

Temporary Special Measures (TSMs) are specific tar-
geted measures taken to accelerate the equal partici-
pation of women in the political, economic, social, 
cultural, civil or any other field. Given the legal com-
mitment of states to produce de facto or substantive 
equality of women with men in a timely manner, special 
measures may need to be adopted to enhance women’s 
electoral and political participation.11

iii. The Normative Framework
Over the past three decades, much attention has 
focused on ensuring the improved participation of 
women in public life. The normative framework in rela-
tion to women’s electoral and political participation is 
established in human and political rights declarations, 
covenants and conventions, United Nations reports, res-
olutions and action plans and existing United Nations 
electoral assistance policy on gender equality.12 

Women’s full participation in political and elec-
toral processes has its origins in the principles of 
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non-discrimination and equal enjoyment of polit-
ical rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR) adopted in 1948, the Conven-
tion on the Political Rights of Women (CPRW, 1952) 
and other regional conventions that explicitly state that 
the enjoyment of such rights shall be without distinc-
tion of any kind, including sex or gender.13 Article 25 of 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR, 1966) elaborates the rights of all citizens not 
only to take part in the conduct of public affairs, but 
also “to vote and to be elected at genuine periodic elec-
tions 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 “to have 
access, on general terms of equality, to public service in 
his [sic] country”. 

The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), adopted 
in 1979, reiterates the right of women “to hold public 
office and perform all public functions at all levels of 
government”. More specifically, Article 7 stipulates that:

State Parties shall take appropriate measures to eliminate dis-
crimination against women in the political and public life 
of the country and, in particular, shall ensure to women, on 
equal terms with men, the right:

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 and perform all public functions at all levels of 
government.14

While the ICCPR is clear that no discrimination on the 
basis of sex is permitted in the exercise of the right to 
vote and the right to participate in public life, CEDAW 
places a further, positive obligation on states parties to 
take appropriate measures to eliminate any such dis-
crimination. Moreover, Article 4 of CEDAW encour-
ages the use of temporary special measures (TSMs) 
to accelerate compliance with Article 7. While this is 
often thought of in terms of measures to increase the 
number of women in elected office, temporary special 
measures can also be used to give full effect to Article 

7 in relation to electoral procedures and process and 
the appointment and composition of electoral manage-
ment bodies. 

Women’s right to participate fully in all facets of public 
life has continued to be a cornerstone of UN resolu-
tions and declarations. From the UN Economic and 
Social Council Resolution (E/RES/1990/15), to the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform of Action (1995), the 
Commission on the Status of Women Agreed Conclu-
sions 2006 (E/2006/27-E/CN.6/2006/15) and the Gen-
eral Assembly Resolution 66/130 (2011) on Women 
and political participation, governments have consis-
tently been urged to implement measures to substan-
tially increase the number of women in elective and 
appointive public offices and functions at all levels, with 
a view to achieving equal representation of women and 
men, if necessary through positive action, in all govern-
ment and public administration positions.15

States that are parties to international conventions 
share the responsibility for upholding and imple-
menting these obligations across a range of institutions. 
EMBs have clear responsibilities to ensure that their 
actions and decisions are compliant with their nation’s 
international obligations, which may require additional 
resources. 
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iv.  The UN system’s gender equality  
and electoral assistance frameworks

Supporting Member States’ national efforts in ensuring 
inclusive political processes and promoting women’s 
political participation is high on the agenda of the 
United Nations system (see box). UN entities and per-
sonnel are obliged to respect, and aim to further, the 
rights and standards enshrined in the UN’s normative 
framework on gender equality. 

In 1997 the UN Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC) adopted the strategy of “mainstreaming a 
gender perspective into all policies and programmes 
in the United Nations system” by “assessing the impli-
cations for women and men of any planned action, 
including legislation, policies or programmes, in all 
areas and at all levels”. A UN System-Wide Policy on 
Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women was 
endorsed by the Chief Executives Board for Coordina-
tion (CEB) in April 2012 as a means of furthering the 
goal of gender equality and women’s empowerment 
within the policies and programmes of the UN system 
and implementing the ECOSOC agreed conclusions 
1997/2. 

strategic Plans guiding gender 
Equality Actions at UNDP and 
UN Women
UNDP’s Strategic Plan[1] and Gender Equality 
Strategy[2] 2014-17 clearly mandates the orga-
nization to ensure that gender equality and 
the empowerment of women are integrated in 
every aspect of the organization’s work, includ-
ing electoral support. UNDP supports advocacy, 
policy and legal reforms to accelerate the equal 
participation of women, including young women 
and marginalized groups, in decision-making 
across all branches of the state. This includes 
promoting women’s participation as voters and 
candidates in electoral processes and supporting 
women’s representation in governance institu-
tions, including electoral management bodies, 
constitutional committees, parliaments, public 
administrations and the judiciary. UNDP provides 
technical assistance to establish or strengthen 
mechanisms to advance gender equality and 
women’s empowerment in electoral and gover-
nance processes. This includes providing direct 
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United Nations electoral assistance is governed by a 
policy framework that is developed, issued and dissem-
inated by the UN Focal Point for Electoral Assistance, 
the Under-Secretary General for Political Affairs (in the 
Department of Political Affairs, DPA). This policy frame-
work is grounded in the UN’s normative framework of 
human and political rights and provides prescriptive 
guidance that applies to all UN entities providing elec-
toral assistance. In the area of electoral assistance, the 
UN system is now guided by the recent adoption of the 
following policy directives and guidelines:

•	 Policy Directive on Principles and Types of UN Elec-
toral Assistance (2012), which not only highlights 
the importance of “the participation and repre-
sentation of traditionally marginalized groups, in 
particular women and minorities”, but suggests that 
assistance will includwse assessments should include 
analysis and recommendations “to ensure gender 
mainstreaming in all UN electoral assistance activ-
ities and that priority is given to the promotion of 
the participation and representation of women” (e.g., 
a gender checklist is used to collect data that will 
inform the recommendations)

•	 Policy Directive on UN Support to Electoral System Design 
and Reform (2013), which sets out UN policy for 
designing or reforming electoral systems

•	 Policy Directive on Promoting Women’s Electoral and Polit-
ical Participation through UN Electoral Assistance (2013), 
which provides clear strategies and entry points for 
gender mainstreaming in electoral assistance (see 
section 2.1.5 on the range of interventions)16 

•	 Policy Directive on UN Support to the Design or Reform 
of Electoral Management Bodies (2014), which encour-
ages the promotion of equal opportunities between 
men and women at all levels in the design of elec-
toral management structures, appointment of the 
governing body, development of regulations, recruit-
ment of staff and in all other processes of the EMB.

In line with the UN System-wide mandates on gender 
mainstreaming cited above, these guidelines and 
policy documents establish responsibilities for all UN 

support for gender mainstreaming in electoral 
management bodies, gender units, commit-
tees and commissions, and women’s caucuses 
and networks. 

UN Women’s Strategic Plan (2014-17) directs 
the entity’s work in six priority areas, one of 
which promotes women’s leadership and partic-
ipation in decision-making. Impact 1, “Women 
lead and participate in decision making that 
affect their lives”, calls on UN Women to provide 
specific gender expertise, capacity-building and 
policy support on advancing women’s political 
empowerment, including guidance on a range 
of issues such as Temporary Special Measures 
(TSMs), and how to work most effectively with 
different stakeholders. UN Women works to 
advance women’s leadership and political 
participation primarily by:

•	 Bringing gender equality concerns to political 
and electoral processes

•	 Building capacities of women as candidates 
and/or voters

•	 Supporting initiatives to increase the 
proportion of women engaged in electoral 
mandates and elective positions to impact on 
legal reform processes, to influence debates 
about legislative and electoral system reform

•	 Assisting women to organize themselves as a 
political constituency
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entities involved in electoral assistance to ensure that 
their engagement with national stakeholders promotes 
gender equality and women’s empowerment.

v.  Addressing gender inequalities in, 
and through, electoral assistance

The policies that mandate promoting gender main-
streaming in electoral assistance as a whole are 
relatively new. In this context, the UNDP’s 2014 com-
pilation of Lessons Learned in Electoral Assistance found 
that a gender equality perspective is not yet systemat-
ically applied in all elections projects. That is, more 
often than not, there is no consistent attention paid to 
whether, or how, electoral assistance projects can sys-
tematically promote women’s empowerment. Moreover, 
an explicit gender equality outcome was not included 
in most project designs, although there may have been 
gender equality results emerging from the assistance. 

In working towards the goal of women’s equal political 
participation, there is scope for more implementation 
of the UN electoral policies and the strategy of gender 
mainstreaming. UN Country Teams are often involved 
in electoral assistance programming, either on a long-
term basis with institutional development projects or 
during election periods. In many cases, UNDP is the 
key international actor involved in electoral support 
and administers a donor basket fund and coordinates 
meetings on behalf of the international community. In 
other cases, UN Women may be working on joint (with 
UNDP) or standalone projects with national partners 
aimed at promoting women’s participation in elections. 
A gender equality perspective can be incorporated in 
electoral assistance in the following ways:

•	 Electoral needs assessments and project documents 
on elections promote gender equality, including (but 
not limited to) an assessment of the potential value of 
adopting temporary special measures.

•	 Gender is stated as a priority goal from the begin-
ning of the election project document, including in 
its formulation and design.

•	 A gender advisor is included in the project or the 
project has an accessible and ready source of gender 
advice.

•	 A wide range of stakeholders including government, 
legislators, electoral experts, political parties, gender 
experts and women’s organizations on the ground 
is consulted to inform specific recommendations for 
gender mainstreaming and promotion of women in 
electoral processes.

•	 Gender mainstreaming and gender-targeted inter-
ventions are considered in the project.

•	 Longer-term programmes of assistance are devised 
with a range of interventions aimed at candidates, 
voters and electoral management bodies.

vi. Applying the framework to EMBs
The normative framework and the UN System’s poli-
cies on gender equality and electoral assistance pro-
vide a clear mandate to work with EMBs from a gender 
equality perspective. Areas of intervention are deter-
mined through the electoral needs assessment process 
and project formulation. As this Guide will outline fur-
ther, a number of questions can frame the design and 
implementation of gender equality-focused interven-
tions for EMBs:

The baseline: The Country Team should know whether 
the electoral management body has undertaken any 
gender mapping or gender audits. If the electoral man-
agement body has not, this could be encouraged in 
either the assessment or start-up phases of the interven-
tion. What electoral statistics are disaggregated by sex 
and how does this conform to wider policies on national 
statistics?
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An action plan: What is the electoral management 
body’s plan to mainstream gender concerns and ensure 
equality of access to the electoral process? Does the 
electoral management body require assistance in the 
implementation of some, or all, of its action plan? What 
is the role of other stakeholders, such as civil society 
groups, government departments, the parliament, 
media and political parties, in the implementation of 
the action plan?

Structure and composition of the EMB: What are the 
laws establishing the EMB? How is the body constituted 
and how is gender equality taken into consideration? 
Does the electoral management body need assistance 
with developing gender-sensitive human resource poli-
cies? Is there a capacity gap in terms of gender experts 
in the area of elections and the absence of the necessary 
awareness on gender and elections among management 
and staff?

Electoral process assistance: If the EMB requests 
assistance with electoral processes (such as voter regis-
tration and voter information and education), what evi-
dence is there of a gender assessment of the proposed 
assistance? Will the intervention support or improve 
equality of access to electoral processes for men and 
women or will it have a disproportionate effect on one 
gender? If support is for law review processes or other 
reviews, how will gender equality be mainstreamed into 
the review? What gender expertise is available to assist?

Advisory teams and consultants: If the Country Office 
is assembling a team of consultants and advisors to assist 
the EMB, what is the gender composition of the team? 
Is it gender-balanced and what roles do women play? If 
the intervention will continue over a number of years 
and the team members change, how can gender bal-
ance be maintained? What is the level of gender aware-
ness and expertise in the team?

Policy framework: Is there a specific national legal and 
policy framework on gender in electoral processes? 
Does it need revision with regards to either the legis-
lation or the regulations? What are the gaps between 
policy and practice?

Intervention budgets and reports: Can a percentage of 
the EMB’s budget be devoted to gender mainstreaming 
and improving equality of access? Can the entire budget 
be gender disaggregated? How will statistics in the 
report be presented?

Serious consideration of these questions – in any insti-
tution – requires political will, capacity and resources. 
The next two sections of this Guide present examples of 
good practices implemented by EMBs around the world 
in response to these questions.
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Inclusive, gender-sensitive electoral management 

bodies have the capacity to implement gender 

mainstreaming and gender-targeted strategies to 

achieve gender equality.
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For gender inequalities to be addressed, attention should be paid to how they 
are structurally embedded in social, economic, cultural and political norms and 
institutions. The process of gender mainstreaming and assessment seeks to 
uncover and redress those structural inequalities.

Gender mainstreaming is a strategy that examines 
every process, every structure and every output of an 
institution in terms of its potentially differential impact 
on men and women. Gender mainstreaming places 
the achievement of gender equality and the elimina-
tion of all discriminatory practices at the core of the 
institution’s objectives and work; it normalizes – rather 
than marginalise – the achievement of gender equality. 
In tandem, institutions can develop and implement 
gender-specific or gender-targeted interventions to 
tackle specific areas, including through affirmative 
action measures. This dual approach leads to more 
inclusive, gender-sensitive institutions. 

A gender-sensitive EMB is one that responds to the 
needs and interests of women and men in its policies, 
operations, infrastructure and work.17 By definition, 
inclusive, gender-sensitive electoral management bodies 
have capacity to implement gender mainstreaming and 
gender-targeted strategies to achieve gender equality. 
They have the necessary resources – human, financial 
and structural – to ensure gender equality is considered 
at every step of the electoral cycle. More specifically, a 
gender-sensitive EMB may consider:

•	 Promoting gender equality in all stages of the 
electoral process and in the EMB’s daily work as a 
strategic objective

•	 Conducting a mapping or assessment exercise to 
determine where it is effectively working to achieve 

gender equality outcomes and where there is room 
for improvement

•	 Developing or amending its strategic plan to include 
gender equality outcomes and activities

•	 Dedicating infrastructure and resources to gender 
mainstreaming, such as a committee or a network of 
gender focal points across the organization

•	 Aiming for gender balance in all positions, includ-
ing those of senior management and leadership, and 
making a concerted effort to ensure gender sensitiza-
tion of temporary staff at peak polling periods

•	 Ensuring that its recruitment policies afford equal 
opportunities to women or men and that staff 
have the necessary leave benefits and entitlements 
required to balance work and family obligations

•	 Providing adequate professional development and 
training opportunities on gender equality and 
gender mainstreaming for all staff and ensuring that 
gender equality is a component addressed in all staff 
training

•	 Implementing systems and processes to ensure rele-
vant sex-disaggregated data throughout the electoral 
cycle, including from voter registration to voter 
turnout.

Part A explains each of these elements in greater detail 
and provides good practice examples from the field. 

Understanding  
Gender-sensitive EMBs 1



Inclusive Electoral Processes16

A gender mapping provides an opportunity 

to reconsider the structure and organizational 

culture of the EMB as well as the activities it 

undertakes with respect to election management 

and administration.
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Mapping Electoral 
Management Bodies2

Assessing gender equality and how women’s participation is being actively 
promoted means considering all policies, decisions and actions taken by the 
organization from a mainstreaming perspective. For an EMB, a gender equality 
assessment needs to include all internal organizational activity as well as all 
elements of the conduct of elections. 

“For the most part, practical gender mainstreaming is about 
running through a checklist of questions to ensure you have not 
overlooked anything. It is about asking the right questions so 
that you can use resources effectively. Gender mainstreaming 
is a necessary process for achieving both gender equality and 
other policy goals in the most effective and efficient manner.”18

2.1. gender assessment or mapping
These questions are most often asked through a gender 
assessment or gender mapping exercise. Any such map-
ping can examine the current situation for women’s 
electoral participation, but it may also be accompanied 
by consideration of gender equality inside the EMB to 
be comprehensive. A well-structured mapping exercise 

can deliver an all-embracing analysis of the situation 
and provide a base for planning the changes necessary 
to close identified gaps. 

The EMB may start a mapping exercise by looking at 
its own composition and practices. In many countries, 
gender assessments may have been conducted in other 
parts of the public sector and these could provide exam-
ples and models to follow. In addition, there may be 
a government office for women or for gender equality 
that can provide guidance. It is important to draw on 
all relevant national expertise, even if the structure of 
the electoral management body is different from other 
public institutions. 

A ‘gender Mapping in the Field of Elections’ was undertaken by the Election Commission of Nepal in 
2010, with support from UNDP and IFES. The mapping investigated the legal and institutional framework, 
looking at challenges to women’s participation in the electoral process and their employment status with 
the ECN. The Commission committed to consider the mapping report ‘based on the findings, propose 
recommendations’ to be followed. Material was also collected through interviews and group discussions 
with a wide range of people who had been involved in elections. The study made comprehensive recom-
mendations, including the establishment of gender focal points within the ECN and capacity-building 
programmes for ECN staff. As a follow-up, the ECN appointed a gender focal person, adopted a 
Gender Policy in 2013 and is developing an Action Plan for implementation of the policy; in early 2014, 
it established a dedicated Gender Unit.19



Inclusive Electoral Processes18

The mapping exercise may be designed and commu-
nicated as the evidence-gathering phase of a broader 
process of achieving gender mainstreaming. It is a 
stock-taking exercise used to identify existing good 
practices and processes as well as any gaps. It is about 
gaining a full picture of the gender impacts of the orga-
nization’s structure, management and functions as well 
as the gender impacts of electoral administration. On 
the basis of these findings, the assessment provides an 
opportunity to propose recommendations for change 
and improvement.

A gender mapping or assessment can be undertaken 
through a series of interviews or focus group discussions 
with a range of individuals. Annex C presents a sample 
gender mapping tool that can help to structure these 
discussions based on mappings conducted in Nepal, 
Moldova, Libya and Lebanon. In all cases, the exercise 
will return better evidence if information, views and 
ideas are sought from different stakeholders as well as 
from the EMB staff and leadership. Women’s advocacy 
groups and CSOs who work to encourage women to par-
ticipate in the election, electoral observers, voter edu-
cators, academics and the media are all likely to have 
information and ideas to contribute, as are political 
parties. Staff who work in polling centres and who con-
duct voter registration are also likely to have observa-
tions about issues faced by women during the process. 
All these sources provide relevant information for an 
EMB to consider when devising strategies for the pro-
motion of gender equality.

2.2.  gender mainstreaming in  
post-election evaluations

In addition to a targeted gender mapping exercise, 
gender equality should be integrated into all other 
assessments and evaluations. Post-election assessments 
are a feature of most EMBs and these could include a 
gender assessment element. In particular, as such reviews 
often focus on good practices or reforms needed in the 
electoral procedures, the review can usually survey the 
impact of any changes on women as voters and as elec-
toral staff. Similarly, an annual institutional report by 

Examples of gender-focused 
assessments include:

•	 In Afghanistan, the EMB’s Gender Unit held 
‘lessons learned’ workshops each year with 
input from a range of stakeholders and used 
the resulting reports as a tool for change 
through wide dissemination and reference to 
it during planning. The process recognized 
the importance of hearing a broad range of 
opinions as well as regularly evaluating the 
effectiveness of implemented activities.20

•	 Moldova: In 2011, the Moldovan CEC commit-
ted, in its strategic plan, to mainstream gender 
equality throughout its activities. Following 
participation in BRIDGE workshops on gender 
and elections, a reference group was formed to 
oversee a gender audit of the Moldovan elec-
toral process. The reference group consists of 
Commission members, staff, UNDP partners 
and civil society. The audit provided infor-
mation on areas where the CEC can address 
gender equality in its policies and procedures as 
well as on areas that may require amendment to 
the legal framework to ensure gender equality. 

•	 Pakistan: UN Women and UNDP supported 
the Electoral Commission of Pakistan with 
technical expertise and guidance to integrate 
a gender equality perspective into strategic 
electoral management frameworks and docu-
ments. A post-election review in 2013 led to 
concrete recommendations for legislative 
reforms to the complaint and dispute manage-
ment system related to the disenfranchisement 
of women voters.21
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the EMB provides an opportunity to analyse organiza-
tional results and outcomes by gender as well as report 
all statistics in a disaggregated manner (see section 6). 

EMBs can also establish or measure participation 
issues against baselines through their post-electoral 
reporting and assessment. The period between elec-
tions can be used to analyse their actions and strate-
gize to identify improved approaches. The relatively 
calm period between elections presents an opportunity 
to revise internal policies and to offer internal training 
on gender issues or training opportunities for women 
members. International and domestic observer mis-
sion reports, which include gender analyses, may be 
important sources of information. Some examples of 
EMB post- and inter-election period actions include:

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina: A post-election analysis 
is made after every election that includes a gender 
equality perspective. The analysis includes statistics 
on the number of women candidates, elected candi-
dates and voter turnout.23 

•	 Canada: Various post-election reports include a 
gender equality perspective related to turnout rates, 
reasons for not voting and women’s participation as 
candidates.24 

•	 South Africa: Election satisfaction surveys (con-
ducted on election day) are commissioned to examine 
the electoral and political involvement of specific 
groups such as women, youth and persons with dis-
abilities. Quantitative data is backed up by qualitative 
data from focus group discussions – women are spe-
cifically targeted in these focus groups.25

Following the mapping exercise or post-election assess-
ment, the EMB, and its stakeholders and partners, 
will have a better idea of areas for priority action. In 
most cases, it may be useful to divide the findings of 
the gender mapping exercise into two parts: areas that 
require attention for gender equality to be achieved 
within the electoral management body and areas that 
require attention for gender equality to be achieved in 
the country’s electoral processes. 

•	 Tanzania: Two conferences were held in 2010 
with representatives from women’s associations, 
women sections in religious institutions, the 
Ministry of Community Development Gender 
and Children, media, academic institutions and 
development partners. The aim was to identify 
issues and gather ideas for change to encour-
age women to participate in elections as voters, 
candidates and when working as poll work-
ers.22 In 2011, following the election, UNDP 
supported the electoral commission in learning 
lessons by commissioning four major studies 
that sought to objectively explain the reasons 
for low turnout, low voter registration and low 
participation by women.

© Gabrielle Bardall
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2.3. gender Equality Action Plan 
Once the EMB has finished the mapping exercise, it 
may consider developing an Action Plan. Like all action 
plans, it should be specific in explaining the challenge 
identified, the possible areas of action, responsible 
actors, the resources available and the timeframes. 
In this regard, it is possible that an EMB may not be 
able to address all issues in the action plan in one elec-
toral cycle. In this case, the plan could be clearly pri-
oritized and the EMB should commit to returning to 
the unfinished work after the next election. The action 
plan may also include a monitoring mechanism. Table 2 
(following page) provides some sample actions and tar-
gets that could be included in an Action Plan to address 
gender inequalities.

2.4. Post-election legislative reviews
A gender mapping of the relevant laws and regulations 
may also be needed for a comprehensive review of the 
electoral process from a gender equality perspective. 
If there are barriers to women’s participation within 
the law, then one possible remedy is a change in the 
law. The case of Afghanistan is illustrative. The 2010 
post-election review conducted by the IEC identified 
at least three areas for potential legislative change to 
enhance women’s representation, including tightening 
the language which provides for the gender quota; 
reconsidering the electoral regulations requiring public 
servants to resign before they nominate as a candidate 
for election; and making some allowances for women 
candidates in accepting in-kind support from interna-
tional donors for campaign expenses.27

Table 1: Possible outcomes of a gender mapping exercise in an EMB

sample indicator of gender inequality  
in the electoral management body

sample indicators of gender  
inequality in electoral processes

Number of women and men on the governing body, 
board or commission 

Voter registration rates do not reflect population 

Number of women and men in management levels or 
the staff as a whole

Voter turnout participation rates are not  
disaggregated by sex

Number of women and men at training and develop-
ment events (including study visits and secondments)

Number of women and men as voter registration  
officials does not reflect population

No formal equal opportunity or gender  
equality policy 

Polling procedures and arrangement are not  
gender-sensitive

Lack of facilities in the electoral management bodies 
(bathrooms, family and prayer rooms, etc.)

Electoral violence rates are consistently measured  
to be higher against candidates of one sex

Lack of sex-disaggregated data at all levels Voter education materials are not gender-sensitive
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Table 2: sample Indicators for a gender Equality Action Plan26 

Inequality identified 
in mapping

Action to be 
undertaken

specific measures and 
targets to achieve change Responsible

Numerical gender 
inequality in the staff  
at all levels

•	 Increase the 
number of women 
in mid- and senior-
level management 
positions

•	Determine whether 
legal reform 
is required

•	Agree a target for the 
proportion of mid- and senior-
level management positions 
to be held by women (such as 
gender balance over the next 
five years)

•	Provide all mid-level women 
executives with leadership and 
management training within a 
certain time period

•	Entrust a group of individuals 
within the EMB the responsi-
bility to monitor progress on 
the target

•	EMB leadership

•	Human resources 
Department

•	Training department 
and/or public service 
ministry or equivalent

No formal equal 
opportunity policy or 
anti-discrimination and 
harassment policy

•	Develop policies 
on equal 
opportunity and 
anti-discrimination 
and harassment

•	Review all existing policies 
and procedure manuals from a 
gender equality perspective

•	Survey staff about 
their recruitment and 
workplace experiences

•	Adopt a policy and 
review periodically

•	EMB management

•	Human resources 
Department

•	Gender focal point/s

Lack of sex- 
disaggregated data

•	Commit to ensuring 
that voter turnout 
data collected 
and reported 
by the EMB is 
disaggregated 
by sex

•	Review existing laws 
and regulations and 
amend any clauses that 
may prevent collecting 
sex-disaggregated data

•	Review all data collection 
methods and forms

•	Where needed, add ‘sex’ as 
a variable on all electronic 
databases that deal with voter 
registration and turnout 

•	Where needed, add ‘sex’ as 
a variable on all forms that 
collect turnout data, such as 
polling station results forms 

•	Ensure that instructions on 
collecting sex-disaggregated 
data are included in training 
manuals or other directives for 
polling staff

•	EMB management 

•	Parliament

•	Electoral  
Operations section 

•	Training section 

•	Voter 
Information section
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The role of parliaments  
in reviewing the electoral process
Parliamentarians are primary stakeholders in the 
electoral process and may invest significant time and 
resources to reviewing the administration of an elec-
tion or specific aspects of the process. In some parlia-
ments, a dedicated parliamentary committee is tasked 
with this review. In Australia, the Joint Standing Com-
mittee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) reviews every fed-
eral election, inviting submissions from all interested 
parties. The Australian Electoral Commission prepares 
a lengthy submission including recommendations for 
legislative change and its Commissioners appear before 
the Committee at least twice: at the beginning of the 
inquiry and towards the end, to respond to some of 
the evidence received by the JSCEM from other stake-
holders. Similar parliamentary committee reviews are 
conducted in New Zealand (by the Justice and Electoral 

Committee), Canada (by the Legal and Constitutional 
Affairs Committee) and in Iraq (by the Legal Com-
mittee of the Council of representatives). While these 
specialized parliamentary committees may not be 
appropriate in all contexts, they can play an important 
oversight function.

This process serves to highlight the importance of 
having women parliamentarians represented on all 
parliamentary committees, including those that review 
elections. When women MPs take part in these inquiries, 
they may be able to raise issues that affected them, and 
other female candidates, in the election. Parliamentary 
committee inquiries result in numerous recommenda-
tions for government to action. While not necessarily 
gender-sensitive, the Australian JSCEM’s report into the 
conduct of the 2010 federal election included 37 recom-
mendations, 35 of which were to amend or repeal var-
ious sections of electoral law.28

sUMMINg UP:

• A gender assessment or mapping can be a 
useful first step in assessing the extent to 
which an EMB can be considered inclusive. 

• Participants can include the staff and 
leadership of the EMB itself as well as the 
range of stakeholders who interact with the 
EMB such as political parties, independent 
candidates, parliamentarians, media repre-
sentatives, gender equality advocates and 
academics. 

• The outcomes of a gender mapping can 
reflect the structure and organizational 
culture of the EMB as well as the activi-
ties it undertakes with respect to election 
management and administration. 

• The assessment could ideally result in 
an action plan, setting key targets and 
timeframes for action. 

© UN Photo/Martine Perret
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A focus on addressing and overcoming gender inequality within an EMB needs 
to start at the highest planning level by stressing a commitment to gender 
equality in vision and mission statements. 

Ensuring that gender is part of all strategic and action 
plans means that statements in the vision are incor-
porated into the work of the EMB. A specific gender 
policy is a good way to outline all work related to gender 
in one place. In other cases, including gender consid-
erations into the Strategic Plan and all other policies 
could ensure that gender equality is considered in all 
areas of the organization and that everyone sees it as 
part of their work. 

3.1.  Policies, plans  
and mission statements

In addition to including statements on gender equality 
in the strategic plan, gender provisions can be included 
in the vision and mission statements; in guiding prin-
ciples and values; and in goals and objectives related 
to internal organization and related to the election. In 
the EMB Survey, eight of the 35 countries (23 percent) 
said that they had ‘gender-specific objectives and tar-
gets in their strategic/operational plan’: Afghanistan, 
Canada, Costa Rica, Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
South Africa and Tanzania. 

Examples of including gender 
awareness in guiding principles  
and values:

•	 Afghanistan: The Guiding Principles of Election 
Administration include statements on neutrality 
and impartiality, transparency, professionalism, 

responsibility and accountability. Each of these men-
tions the needs of women as voters, candidates and 
employees.29 The 2006-2009 Strategic Plan noted 
that “particular efforts are to be made to reach out 
to the women and disabled population”. One goal 
was that “in the upcoming years the IEC focuses 
on increasing and facilitating the participation of 
women in the electoral process and addresses issues 
of women’s participation in the electoral process – as 
candidates, voters, electoral officials”.30

•	 Costa Rica: The TSE has an Internal Policy for 
Gender Equality and its Action Plan forms part of the 
Annual Work Plan of the institution, which involves 
defining specific responsibilities and resourcing 
to achieve the Internal Policy and its Action Plan. 
This electoral body has also made commitments in 
the Action Plans of the National Policy for Gender 
Equality.31 

•	 Nepal: The Election Commission of Nepal included 
gender equality and social inclusion provisions in 
the first Strategic Plan (2008 – 2013). The second 
Strategic Plan (2015-2019) also contains concrete 
principles, goals and measures to mainstream gender 
equality and social inclusion as crosscutting issues.

•	 Pakistan: The Election Commission of Pakistan’s 
five-year strategic plan for 2010-2014 emphasized the 
need for gender mainstreaming: “[T]he ECP will 
strive to establish a fair gender balance in its ranks 
by creating conditions for women to be able to work 

Committing to  
Gender Equality 3
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in the organization” and focuses on the inclusion 
of marginalized groups in strategic goal 14, which 
is “to formulate laws and strictly implement them to 
ensure that marginalized groups including women, 
minorities and persons with disabilities are able to 
participate in the political and electoral processes.”32

•	 Sierra Leone: The Strategic Plan includes a very 
specific example of a goal related to gender balance 
in staffing. In a section covering human resources, 
it states that “the existing human resource capacity 
needs to be augmented in various ways, with special 
attention to the inclusion of women.” It also includes 
the goal that “election day personnel will have been 
recruited and trained, with special emphasis on the 
inclusion of women and the disabled.”33 

•	 South Africa: Part of the organizational values listed 
within the Strategic Plan are “being sensitive to race, 
culture, language, religion, disability and gender 
issues”, which includes “taking note of diversity in 
experience and ability’ and ‘caring and showing 
respect for others”.34 The Commission strives to 
uphold Chapter 2 of the Constitution (the Bill of 
Rights) by ensuring equity in the treatment of voters 
on the basis of gender, disability, race, ethnicity, lan-
guage, religion and the urban/rural divide. The 
Commission partners with other constitutional insti-
tutions such as the Commission for Gender Equality 
(CGE). The CGE conducts election observation 
specifically to evaluate whether processes promote 
gender equality.

3.2. gender policy
Ensuring gender equality in any organization requires 
political commitment. An explicit manifestation of that 
commitment is a gender policy. These clearly acknowl-
edge the place of gender equality within the work prac-
tices, processes and outputs of an EMB. They may also 
be accompanied by an action plan to ensure gender 
equality is achieved, monitored and evaluated across 
each of the priority areas. 

A gender policy should not be confused with the gen-
eral clause in a constitution, for example, that states 
men and women are equal before the law, nor with a 

national gender policy often developed for governments 
by the national women’s machinery. In this context, it 
is a policy specifically developed by an EMB for its own 
strategic direction and adherence. It might begin with 
those areas of inequality identified in the gender assess-
ment (see Table 1 above), moving to a general action 
that seeks to remedy that inequality and then outlines 
specific targets to monitor progress of that change. An 
example of the Gender and Inclusion Policy from Nepal 
is provided in the box.

3.3.  Institutionalizing gender 
mainstreaming: gender focal 
points, units and committees

To ensure that there is a driver of gender mainstreaming 
and women’s empowerment, responsibility for advancing 
and monitoring the related work throughout the orga-
nization can be institutionalized. If the gender main-
streaming process is to be implemented by all in the 
organization, then the body responsible should have 
senior status within the organization and have access to 
all decision-making. In some cases, a dedicated gender 
expert or focal point is recruited to work on promoting 
gender mainstreaming across the organization. How-
ever, as this is not always possible because of budget 
or recruitment constraints, existing EMB members or 
staff may be nominated as gender focal points. In this 
case, it is important to ensure that the focal points have 
enough time, and are provided with relevant training, 
to take on this responsibility.

In another formulation, a network of individuals – men 
and women alike – across the organization, from dif-
ferent areas, may be responsible for ensuring that all 
staff take gender equality considerations into account 
in their daily operations. By creating a network of focal 
points, rather than appointing a single focal point, the 
institution’s capacity to analyse work from a gender 
equality perspective may be increased and the pro-
cess of gender mainstreaming may gain more visibility 
and legitimacy. An example is provided by the case of 
Afghanistan, where a Gender Advisor was identified in 
each of 34 provinces amongst the full-time staff mem-
bers. These staff received extensive training on man-
agement and leadership, empowerment, gender issues, 
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Election Commission of Nepal:  
gender and Inclusion Policy, 2013
The ECN identified several challenges to fair, 
impartial, transparent and credible elections in rela-
tion to gender and inclusion principles, identifying 
the need to:

(1) Make policies and laws relating to election,  
gender-sensitive and inclusive

(2) Implement policy provisions related to gender 
and inclusion in elections

(3) Promote effective public awareness by reaching 
out to the targeted community with issues 
concerning gender and inclusion

(4) Mobilize necessary resources for providing services 
and facilities in elections, as provisioned by poli-
cies and laws relating to gender and inclusion.

The ECN developed a gender policy on the basis of 
implementing the commitment expressed to recognize 
the concept of gender and inclusion by the Interim 
Constitution of Nepal, 2007, and the commitments 
expressed in the national, regional and interna-
tional treaties and agreements that are ratified. The 
ECN also seeks to address the issues of gender and 
inclusion raised through different media by women, 
dalit, oppressed caste/ethnic nationalities, backward 
community/class, backward region, Madhesi and 
other minorities.

The purpose of the policy is to ensure participation 
of all citizens in democratic elections and therefore it 
is necessary to formulate gender and inclusion poli-
cies through policy, structural and legal provisions 
and to implement them. Against this background, 
this new policy has been formulated to consolidate 
the process of democratization as adopted by the 
state through increased participation, in every stage 
of election process, of women, men and third gender 
and dalit of all community, class and regions that are 
deemed backward from the point of view of gender 
and inclusion and the oppressed, marginalized and 
excluded citizens.

The policy lays out the vision and objectives:

vision
To make proportional and inclusive representation of 
citizens in all state structures through elections as per 
constitutional provisions and to develop the Election 
Commission as a sensitive institution in terms of 
gender and inclusion perspectives for making election 
fair, impartial, credible and transparent.

objectives
1.  To mainstream gender in all processes 

of election 

2.  To incorporate inclusive viewpoint in all the  
processes relating to election

3.  To develop the Election Commission as  
gender-sensitive and inclusive institution

gender planning and budgeting, and conflict manage-
ment. The advisors strengthened relationships with 
women’s organizations, highlighted gender-related 
issues and participated in planning, budgeting and 
implementing of activities within their province.35 

Alternatively, a gender committee or unit may be cre-
ated. These would be akin to internal operational 
committees that are established in all organizations 
to focus on a particular aspect of work or a certain 

process (e.g., senior management committees). Given 
the gender composition of most EMBs, establishing 
such a committee or unit would likely include men as 
well as women, highlighting the message that gender 
equality concerns everyone. If an EMB is geographically 
dispersed, the responsibility will need to be spread and 
replicated throughout the different structures. The 
leadership of the EMB may have an important role in 
overseeing the work of the unit and ensuring it has the 
relevant resources to be able to conduct its work.
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EMBs in several Latin American countries have, in 
recent years, made institutional pledges to promote 
gender equality by creating focal points or units to 
promote women’s participation in electoral processes. 
Although the institutional capacity, technical exper-
tise and resources of these units differ from country 
to country, their creation has been an important step 
towards institutionalizing policies and practices to pro-
mote women’s participation. For example, Paraguay 
established a Special Gender Unit in the EMB that 
made sex-disaggregated data on the electoral process 
available for the first time.36

In the EMB Survey, 10 of the 35 countries (29 per-
cent) said that they had “appointed a gender focal 
point”: Afghanistan, Costa Rica, Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Ethiopia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Mozambique, 
Namibia, Nepal and Tanzania. All these countries 
except Namibia and Mozambique had “created a gender 
focal point team with participation of senior managers”. 

Some instances where dedicated gender equality infra-
structure has been established:

•	 In Afghanistan, a Gender Unit was established in 
June 2009 with the mandate “to increase women’s 
political participation through long-term change at 
the Election Commission including through capac-
ity-building, gender mainstreaming and making 
the Commission a female-friendly institution.” The 
Gender Unit advises and supports all other depart-
ments to “adjust their policies, processes, budgets 
and activities in order to ensure that women are 
included in every way as political actors and as staff.” 
The Unit tries to ensure that gender is accounted 
for in all activities of the Election Commission, from 
procurement and human resources management, to 
electoral regulations and security.37

•	 In Costa Rica: In 2000, the Supreme Electoral Tri-
bunal (EMB) appointed the Gender Commission, 
which consisted of staff members of the institution. 
The Gender Commission is chaired by a (woman) 
magistrate or (woman) electoral judge. This Com-
mission has played an important role in defining 
and developing the internal policy for gender equal-
ity and equity of this electoral body.38 

•	 In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, one of the 
seven members of the electoral commission (CENI) 
was designated as a gender focal point and assisted in 
the creation of a Gender Unit within the CENI. The 
Gender Unit is composed of two women, a coordina-
tor and an assistant. The objective of the Gender Unit 
is to develop mechanisms to promote gender main-
streaming within the institution. It is also tasked with 
controlling the application of the CENI’s gender pol-
icies at the central and local levels.39

•	 In Ghana, authorities of the Electoral Commission 
(EC) have established a gender desk in recognition 
of the importance of women participation in the 
electoral process.40 

•	 In Honduras, an Office for Gender Equality (Oficina 
para la Equidad de Género) has been established within 
the Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal Supremo de Elecciones).41

•	 In Iraq, in 2011, the IHEC had a gender unit repre-
senting all the departments and chaired by a female 
commissioner and a United Nations adviser was 
advising the group.

•	 In Mexico, a special Technical Unit for Gender 
Equality and Non-Discrimination (Unidad Técnica de 
Igualdad de Género y No Discriminación) was created 
within the National Electoral Institute.

•	 In Nepal, the government has mandated that every 
public service organization, including the Election 
Commission, appoint a senior staff member as the 
gender focal point.42 In addition, the Electoral Com-
mission of Nepal has created a Gender Unit and also 
appointed a Gender Equality and Social Inclusion 
Focal Point. 

•	 In Paraguay in 2009, the Electoral Tribunal created a 
special Gender Equality Unit responsible for produc-
ing sex-disaggregated data, analysing the electoral 
process from a gender perspective, coordinating with 
political parties on strategies to promote women’s 
participation and collaborating with national and 
international institutions.43 

•	 Yemen’s EMB has a special Gender Unit for promot-
ing the interests of women in the electoral process. 
The Gender Unit is established in the Ministry of 
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Local Administration to ensure that women are inte-
grated at all levels of the local authorities work. It is 
headed by a woman.44

In other cases where the EMB did not institute a 
gender focal point position directly, the EMB was able 
to employ the services of gender advisors engaged by 
UNDP. For example: 

•	 In Nepal, UNDP employed a Gender Specialist in 
2011 to support the Electoral Commission of Nepal 
in carrying out its gender and social inclusion activi-
ties. Concurrently, the ECN has appointed a gender 
focal person in the Commission at the rank of Joint 
Secretary. The UNDP Gender Specialist, based at 
the ECN offices, works with the Commission to draft 

key documents, including a gender mainstreaming 
policy, action plan, terms of reference for the ECN 
gender focal person and a concept note for the newly 
established Gender Unit, and assists with the plan-
ning and implementation of all of the Commission’s 
gender-related activities.45

•	 In Sudan in 2010, a UNDP Gender Advisor was co-lo-
cated with the NEC and provided policy advice on 
the integration of a gender equality perspective into 
the election planning process. 

•	 In Tunisia in 2011, a UNDP Gender and Elections 
Advisor was co-located at ISIE and worked with the 
staff members, primarily responsible for outreach 
and training.

sUMMINg UP:

• A focus on addressing and overcoming 
gender inequality within an EMB may start 
at the highest planning level. 

• EMBs may clearly articulate their commit-
ment to gender equality and what it means 
in the national context. 

• This can be done by ensuring that the 
body’s strategic plan or mission statement 
has gender-sensitive objectives, targets and 
means to achieve those. 

• This may also be done by developing a 
focused gender policy that lays out the 
vision and objectives of the EMB

• Once a declaration has been made, 
resources would need to be allocated 
towards its implementation. 

• Gender focal points, or a gender equality 
committee or unit, may be effective in 
institutionalizing an EMB’s commitment to 
gender equality.

© Julie Ballington
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Women’s presence in EMBs – in all capacities, 

including leadership positions – is critical to 

ensuring the institution and its work meet gender 

equality targets and obligations.
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4
Gender Balance in the 
Electoral Management 
Body: Board and Staff

An EMB is usually responsible for the determination of policy on electoral 
administration as well as for the implementation of logistical operations.46 In 
some EMBs, the determination of policy is done by a multi-member Board or 
Commission, while the Secretariat (election staff) administers the election.47 
Women’s presence in the Board and the Secretariat is needed to achieve 
gender balance.

The Board or Commission is often the policy 
decision-making body of the EMB; if changes regarding 
gender equality are to be made within the EMB, it usu-
ally has an important role to play. It is best placed to 
ensure that the EMB complies with international obli-
gations and targets on gender equality in its policies, 
including in its own composition. Women need to be 
included in the Commission to be able to contribute 
to the policy- and decision-making processes of EMBs. 

The Secretariat is the policy implementation arm of the 
EMB. The inclusion of women in this body may help to 
ensure that the processes by which elections are admin-
istered do not discriminate against women. Secretariats 
may also aim to ensure that women are included among 
temporary polling staff, particularly in situations where 
it is culturally insensitive for women voters to interact 
with men whom they do not know. This section outlines 
measures that can be taken to ensure women’s presence 
among EMB staff.

4.1.  EMB Board or 
Commission composition 

The dominance of male leadership in the boards of 
EMBs was confirmed in some of the responses to the 
EMB Survey:

•	 Mozambique: In the CNE of Mozambique in 2011, 
two of the 13 commissioners (15 percent) were 
women.48

•	 Nepal: In 2012, all of the commissioners in the ECN 
were men. One female commissioner, of the total of 
five members, was appointed in 2013.49

•	 Tanzania: In the National Electoral Commission of 
Tanzania, two of the seven commission members 
(28.5 percent) were women in 2011.50 

•	 Tunisia: In the ISIE constituted in 2011, two of the 16 
commissioners (12 percent) were women.

The modes of selection and appointment of EMB 
Boards vary greatly. In some countries, temporary spe-
cial measures like gender quotas have been adopted to 
ensure that women are members of the Board or Com-
mission. The electoral law may specify a gender quota 
for the EMB or it may be specified in broader gender 
equality legislation. 



Inclusive Electoral Processes30

Examples of appointment or 
recruitment gender quotas for  
electoral management bodies:

•	 Albania: The Law on Gender Equality in 
Society (2008) and the Electoral Code (2008 and 
recently amended) mandates that all public-sector 
institutions – including the members of the 
89 Commissions of Electoral Administration Zones 
– must have at least 30 percent of each gender 
among its members and staff at the national and 
local levels.51 

•	 Bolivia: The law defines the composition of the 
Supreme Electoral Tribunal as follows: the Supreme 
Electoral Tribunal shall be composed of seven 
members, of whom at least two shall be of indige-
nous origin. From the total number of members of 
the Supreme Electoral Tribunal, at least three will 
be women.52 

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina: The election law requires 
that the “composition of an election commission 
shall in general reflect the equal representation of 
both genders”, which is interpreted as each gender 
comprising a minimum of 40 percent of the total 
number of members of the Election Commission. 
The law further states that efforts will be made 
to ensure that the least represented gender in 
Municipal Election Commissions and Polling 
Station Committees reaches a minimum of 40 
percent of the total number of members.53

•	 Iraq: The Electoral Law requires that the Board of 
Commissioners, composed of nine Commissioners, 
include at least two women.54

•	 Kyrgyzstan: The election law states that member-
ship of the Central Election Commission shall have 
no more than 70 percent of the same sex.55

•	 Timor-Leste: In 2007, a quota was set in the 
national elections mandating that women comprise 
a minimum of four of the total 15 commissioners.56

In another formulation, a gender-related objective 
may be inscribed in national legislation without 
providing specific benchmarks or quotas:

•	 Ethiopia: The Election Law states that the 
composition of the board shall take into 
consideration national contribution and 
gender representation.57
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Usually, such quotas only work well when one person 
or organization is responsible for the overall composi-
tion of all members of the EMB board or commission. 
In many countries, the EMB is constituted by individ-
uals nominated by different political parties, so no one 
person or body has oversight of the overall gender bal-
ance. For example, in Moldova, there is a gender parity 
law, but, as Commissioners are appointed individually 
(by the President of the Republic and political parties), 
no one person or body has oversight of the overall com-
position of the Commission from a gender equality per-
spective.58 This is also a challenge in Benin.59 In these 
cases, each political party can be called upon to be 
aware of the need for gender balance, but can be diffi-
cult to enforce a gender quota. 

Some EMBs identified a further challenge in that 
women often do not put themselves forward for senior 
level positions in electoral management. In Tunisia in 
2011, the group that was selecting the ISIE members 
was tasked with observing “the principle of male/female 
equality” among commissioners and staff. Within the 
ISIE leadership, there were two women among the 
16-member Commission. Although efforts were made 
to get more women involved in staffing of the regional 
level offices of ISIE, they were only able to reach 18 per-
cent women in the regional administrations and 11 per-
cent in the local administrations, in large part because 
women did not put themselves forward.60

In some countries, gender-balanced representation 
on the EMB commission has been reached without a 
legal stipulation. If the political will exists, gender bal-
ance can be reached in a board that is appointed, for 
example. 

•	 In Malawi in 2011, there were equal numbers of 
women and men on the commission, despite there 
being no law or regulation to enforce this.61

•	 In Ghana in 2007, three of the seven commissioners 
were women. All commissioners were appointed by 

the president in the absence of a law or regulation 
ensuring gender equity.62

•	 In Sierra Leone in 2008, three of five commissioners, 
including the chair, were women.63

4.2.  EMB secretariat and  
staff composition

The Secretariat is the policy implementation arm of 
the EMB. The staff of the Secretariat can range from 
temporary civil service appointments to career profes-
sionals in electoral administration generally headed 
by a full-time administrator.64 The method of appoint-
ment of Secretariat staff varies depending on the model 
of the EMB. In a governmental EMB, staff are usually 
comprised of public servants appointed by the execu-
tive through the same rules that apply to all public ser-
vice appointment. For independent model EMBs, the 
staff are usually appointed by the EMB in accordance 
with its own recruitment procedures and employment 
conditions.65 There is no optimal number of staff in a 
Secretariat of an EMB; however, the size of the country 
and its population, economic and geo-political issues 
and the EMB’s powers and functions may determine the 
size and work schedule of the EMB membership and its 
Secretariat.66 

Equal employment opportunities
Ensuring that women and men are included in the 
staffing of an EMB, at all levels, is crucial to achieving 
gender equality. In Nepal, steps to redress discrimi-
natory staffing practices were identified as part of the 
institutional mapping through focus group interviews 
with staff members and external partners and through 
a review of policies. Where men constitute the majority 
of the electoral staff, a commitment to increase the 
number of women may be an important step. In many 
countries, laws mandate equal employment opportuni-
ties, particularly in the public sector, which can include 
the EMB. 
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Internal policies can also provide the basis for ensuring 
equal opportunities for staff, regardless of whether they 
are prescribed by the law. Where an EMB is empowered 
to design its own rules and frameworks for recruitment 
and promotion, it would be important to ensure that 
these align with national employment frameworks. For 
example, in Afghanistan, the permanent staff of the IEC 
is recruited based on Afghan civil service law and proce-
dures. IEC regulations require that gender balance be 
taken into consideration in the recruitment process75 

and the IEC Gender Unit shares the vacancy announce-
ments with wider stakeholders, especially with the Min-
istry of Women’s Affairs, to disseminate information to 
eligible candidates. Vacancy deadlines are extended in 
cases where there are not sufficient female applicants. 
In Pakistan, the Election Commission’s Action Plan has 
translated the national public service rules into its own 
action plan that women will constitute 10 percent of the 
staff of the ECP secretariat.76 

In the EMB Survey, 15 of the 35 (43 percent) respon-
dents stated that they have “a formal equality oppor-
tunity policy for staff”: Afghanistan, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Canada, Costa Rica, Iraq, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyz Republic, Madagascar, Maldives, Moldova, 
Mozambique, the State of Palestine, South Africa, Tan-
zania and Uzbekistan. 

Of these, five stated that they have a “gender parity 
policy and action plan for its achievement”: Afghani-
stan, Canada, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tanzania.

Certain recruitment measures can also improve gender 
balance in organizations. The EISA Gender Checklist for 
Free and Fair Elections, for example, asks EMBs to con-
sider whether their selection procedures and appoint-
ments of decision-making and personnel at all levels 
provide for equal opportunity between women and 
men and whether advertisements for the positions 
include an equal opportunity phrase and encourage 
women to apply.77 EMBs can also check how the job 
description is written to ensure job specifications and 
selection criteria and that all desired qualifications are 
gender-neutral. All post descriptions may be screened 
to ensure that there is no underlying assumption as to 
the gender of the eventual occupant and that tasks are 
scrutinized to make sure that they can be performed 

Examples of equal  
employment opportunities:

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina: The Gender Equality 
Law prohibits any gender discrimination in 
recruiting, employment and employment 
benefits, including in the EMB.67

•	 Kenya: The law establishing the Electoral 
Commission states that not more than two thirds 
of employees may be of the same gender.68 

•	 Nepal: Throughout the Strategic Plan 
(2015-2019) of the Election Commission of 
Nepal are included a precise course of action 
and activities that encourage and guaran-
tee equal opportunities and affirmative 
actions in the area of gender equality and 
women’s participation.

•	 Republic of Congo: National legislation 
provides for gender equality within the 
recruitment process in all public bodies.69

•	 Republic of Maldives: By law, both sexes have 
equal employment opportunities.70

•	 Romania: The state guarantees equal 
opportunities for men and women to occupy 
public, civil or military positions.71 

•	 South Africa: In accordance with the 
Employment Equity Act (No 55 of 1998), the 
Electoral Commission develops an Employment 
Equity Plan determining numerical goals based 
on race and gender.72

•	 Tanzania: Governmental circulars provide for 
the presence of women as staff in the National 
Electoral Commission secretariat.73

•	 Timor-Leste: The EMBs (STAE and CNE) 
encourage, through internal EMBs directives 
and policies, the recruitment and promotion 
of women within their structures.

•	 Uganda: The government has a general policy 
on equal access to employment by all.74
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equally by men and women. In many countries, women 
are underrepresented within certain professions or 
qualifications, so a job specification that stipulates these 
qualifications will make it hard for women to apply. It 
is therefore important to ensure that any requirements 
for qualifications and experience should be considered 
in terms of whether men and women have had an equal 
chance to accumulate the required levels, given the con-
text of the country.

A good practice is to include in the job description a 
statement of the equity process and, in some cases, to 
explicitly invite applications from women and other 
underrepresented groups. In the EMB Survey, 17 of the 
35 countries (48 percent) said that they had ”a state-
ment on non-discrimination in the recruitment pro-
cess”: Afghanistan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Canada, 
Costa Rica, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Madagascar, Malawi, Moldova, Mozambique, the State 
of Palestine, Romania, South Africa, Tanzania and 
Uganda. One example can be found in Ethiopia, where 
the laws that regulate the employment and benefits of 
civil servants both state that women are encouraged to 
apply for recruitment and promotion and give specific 
measures to be taken to ensure this process.78

Consideration can also be given to the pay and condi-
tions offered; where and how the job is advertised; where 
and when the interview is conducted; and who consti-
tutes the interview panel. When interviewing for senior 
management positions, asking all candidates about 
gender awareness or gender expertise in the interview 
and using it as a selection criteria may underline how 
seriously the organization is about gender equality. 

In the EMB Survey, 12 of the 35 respondents (34 per-
cent) stated that they had “gender equality selection 
criteria in job descriptions”: Afghanistan, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Canada, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Madagascar, Mozambique, the State of Pal-
estine, Tanzania and Uganda.

Some EMBs have preferred to recruit on the basis of 
merit, on the assumption that there is no hidden or 
implied gender difference in the selection criteria, qual-
ifications and selection process. In practice, this may be 
difficult to prove. Some examples of this approach are:

•	 Kazakhstan: During the hiring process, gender affil-
iation is not considered and there is no distinction 
between men and women.79

•	 Moldova: The law requires the elimination of any 
kind of discrimination, including on the basis of 
gender. Posts are filled following a gender-neutral 
competitive examination.80

•	 Uganda: Recruitment or promotion in the Election 
Commission is done on merit irrespective of one’s 
gender.81

Specific measures to promote women may be needed 
to ensure that they hold senior leadership positions, 
particularly where an examination of promotion poli-
cies and practices has identified women’s overall under-
representation at this level. For example, in Tanzania 
and Namibia, management positions in the EMB are 
recruited on merit, but where women and men (or 
other marginalized groups) have equal qualifications, 
priority is given to the disadvantaged sex or group. 

In the EMB Survey, 10 of the 35 countries (29 per-
cent) stated that they have “affirmative action/positive 
measures policy to promote women staff members”: 
Afghanistan, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Iraq, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mozambique, Namibia, South 
Africa and Tanzania. Career development for women 
can also be promoted through mentoring and coaching 
programmes and networking within and between orga-
nizations (see section 6 on Training). Some consider-
ation may be given to whether candidates for promotion 
necessarily need to perform their new duties ‘on day 
one’ or whether they may be capable of performing 
these after a reasonable period of training and expe-
rience. In societies where women have had less access 
to education or to some areas of work, the latter will 
allow for more inclusive promotion (and recruitment) 
decisions.

An important consideration is that staff selection panels 
should aim to be gender-balanced. An EMB’s human 
resources staff may pay attention to societal or cultural 
biases that inhibit equal employment opportunities to 
avoid men and women being ‘streamed’ into certain 
areas of activity over others. 
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An additional consideration is the selection criteria 
used to choose members of national delegations of 
the EMB to various forums, such as regional and inter-
national meetings and trainings. In Iraq, since 2012, 
all United Nations-funded trainings and study tours 
must ensure that at least one quarter of the delegation 
slots go to women staff of the IHEC. The sixth annual 
Global Electoral Organization (GEO) conference 

held in Korea in October 2013, hosted by UNDP and 
the National Election Commission of the Republic of 
Korea, recommended that all future meetings of GEO 
should include a target of at least 30-percent represen-
tation of women in country delegations. The GEO Con-
ference is the leading international forum for election 
professionals and aims to facilitate networking and 
information sharing.

Examples of legislative and  
non-legislative measures to 
increase the participation of women  
in temporary positions include:

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina: According to the election 
law “efforts shall be made to ensure that the 
number of members of the sex that is less repre-
sented within the Municipal Election Commission 
and Polling Station Committee reaches a minimum 
of 40 percent of the total number of members.”82

•	 Cameroon: Priority is given to recruiting women 
presiding officers in voting centres to protect 
women’s rights.83

•	 Ethiopia: There is no regulation stating the 
proportion of women as temporary election staff, 
but there is a strong practice of assigning at least 
two female electoral officers out of five in each of 
the voting centres.84

•	 Lebanon: All-women polling stations are staffed by 
female staff.85

•	 Maldives: Temporary staff is recruited based on 
merit and the interview process, regardless of the 
applicant’s gender.86 

•	 Nepal: The guidelines issued by the election 
commission state that at least half of voter 

registration enumerators, voter education 
volunteers and community mobilizer should be 
women. Each voting centre must have a woman to 
mark the fingers of voters and another woman to 
manage the women’s queue.87 

•	 State of Palestine: Ahead of the 2006 elections, 
the Election Commission ensured that there was at 
least one woman staff member at each voting centre 
so that any women wearing a veil could unveil in 
front of a female polling officer to have her identify 
verified. This provision applied in the places where 
women-only voting centres were not available.88

•	 Pakistan: Women are appointed as presiding 
officers for all-female polling stations. In some 
of the mixed polling stations, especially at urban 
centres, women can be appointed as presiding offi-
cers. The Government of Pakistan prescribed a 
10-percent quota for women at entry level (full-time 
staff in the ECP).89 

•	 Tanzania: Most polling officials are primary school 
teachers and, as women dominate in this profession, 
most polling officials are therefore women.90 

•	 Timor Leste: In the 2007 and 2012 national 
elections, quotas for the number of women were set 
for voting centre officials.91
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4.3.  Women as temporary  
and/or polling staff 

As outlined above, targets for gender balance in staffing 
may be determined by an official recruitment policy 
based on the principle of parity or staffing quotas or 
may be based on voluntary guidelines or targets within 
the EMB or state’s recruitment policy. Any policies set 
at the central EMB level should also, where possible, be 
applied to field staff such as registration and polling 
staff. In some countries, specific practices are used 
to select women as temporary or polling staff. There 
may be local, context-specific considerations that also 
need to be taken into account (such as security, see also 
section 12).

When an EMB relies on the secondment of staff from 
other public bodies to undertake temporary electoral 
duties, consideration can still be given to the principle 
of equal opportunity. If the EMB can choose the other 
public bodies from which staff will be seconded, it may 
consider choosing bodies that already employ men and 
women or a range of bodies that, taken together, employ 
an equal proportion of men and women. When the sec-
ondment system is being designed, the EMB should be 
empowered to take the final staffing decisions if a goal 
of equal representation is to be met. 

sUMMINg UP:

• Women’s presence in EMBs – in all 
capacities, including leadership positions 
– is critical to ensuring that the institution 
and its work meet gender equality targets 
and obligations. 

• There are several ways that women’s 
presence can be secured, including through 
the adoption of TSMs, such as gender 
quotas for the appointment and recruitment 
of Commissioners and secretariat staff.

• Developing equal opportunity policies and 
gender-sensitive recruitment and promotion 
practices, such as those that allow for the 
preference of women over men for promo-
tion where both candidates are of equal 
qualification, may result in greater gender 
balance among staff. 

• It is key that women be employed at the 
time of the election in order to encourage 
– and, in some cases, to facilitate – the 
participation of women voters. 

© UN Photo/Martine Perret
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Gender-sensitive workplace cultures create a space 

in which everyone feels comfortable to do their 

jobs effectively.
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5
Creating a  
Gender-sensitive  
Culture in the EMB

In addition to developing legal and policy frameworks, instituting dedicated 
gender mainstreaming infrastructure and addressing gender balance in the 
EMB’s staffing, an EMB can examine the workplace culture from a gender 
equality perspective. 

This organizational culture is established through the 
norms, rules and practices in the workplace. It reflects 
the acceptable standards and conditions in which staff 
might work. Gender-sensitive workplace cultures create 
a space in which everyone feels comfortable to do 
their jobs effectively. There are two main elements to a 
gender-sensitive workplace: facilitating work/life balance 
for all and, where necessary, allowing special consider-
ation for working women; and eliminating all forms of 
discrimination, including harassment and bullying.

5.1. Facilitating work/life balance
Women’s increased participation in the paid work-
place has required significant change in the way orga-
nizations are structured and organized. The number 
of hours worked per week, family-friendly policies 
including leave provisions, and implementing special 
considerations for women in the work place are a few 
areas that all institutions, including EMBs, can consider 
in making themselves more gender-sensitive.

During the electoral period, the work of the EMB is 
intense and there are often expectations that all staff 
will work long hours to ensure the election is conducted 
efficiently. These expectations are a common problem 
for women in many electoral workplaces. For instance, 
the Afghanistan Gender Unit noted that female staff 
were concerned with the “sudden orders to work longer 
days or Fridays” which “disadvantage women as they have 
non-negotiable obligations at home, and are not free 

to travel after dark”.92 Such orders may also adversely 
affect male staff.

This can be addressed through a specific policy that 
considers the impact on staff, in particular women with 
families, of the demands made during the electoral 
period. For example, instead of electoral planning that 
assumes staff will work normal hours plus 50 percent of 
overtime, consideration might be given to converting 
the overtime into extra staff or shift-work arrangements.    

Parental leave could be considered a minimum require-
ment for any organization that employs women. In addi-
tion, many family-friendly policies may be adopted, 
including on-site child-care facilities or child-care 
vouchers, special arrangements for breastfeeding 
mothers, a family room and arrangements to return to 
work on a part-time basis. Compassionate leave or special 
leave may be offered to men and women to respond to 
personal emergencies where no other leave options are 
available. 

Other work-life balance arrangements can be offered 
to encourage women’s participation and retention. 
Among these are the availability of a female prayer 
room or common room, flexible working arrange-
ments to take account of the school term or caring for 
sick family members, offering part-time or job-sharing 
opportunities, providing occasional family companion 
travel benefits and limiting the amount of required 
annual travel or covering the costs of communication 
with home while on travel.
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In Canada, gender mainstreaming in the EMB affects many areas. Equity information is collected 
systematically and individually through a form provided to new employees when they start in their posi-
tion. The analysis of the workforce is conducted on a quarterly basis and distributed to senior managers. 
Minimum areas of selection (geographic limits, known as ‘area of selection’, determine where prospective 
candidates must reside or work to be considered for job openings) were established in January 2011 to 
expand accessibility to senior-level positions at Elections Canada. Selection is conducted rigorously and 
based on merit. Reasonable accommodations may be made to promote gender inclusiveness or offer a 
more gender-sensitive environment in the electoral administration. One example of reasonable accom-
modation is the reduction in overtime during the 40th and 41st general elections. Moreover, measures 
were implemented in that respect, e.g., introduction of shift work, etc. Elections Canada continues to 
provide information (Intranet, training, workshops) on employment equity to managers, including infor-
mation on the agency’s workforce, to maintain a high level of awareness by managers on employment 
equity issues. Elections Canada has established a diversity committee that promotes equity and multicul-
turalism. The committee organizes numerous activities each year such as a meet and greet on diversity, 
video presentations and the publication of articles in Elections Canada’s in-house newsletter.93

some examples of family-friendly  
working arrangements are:

•	 Costa Rica: The institutional gender policy 
recommends the harmonization of staff members’ 
family and work responsibilities, including situa-
tions involving domestic violence, single parents, 
and care of elderly, sick, disabled and juvenile age 
group including the creation of a day-care centre.94

•	 Georgia: A gender policy includes the provision of a 
flexible working day for mothers of young children. 
The election administration employee is granted 
benefits during her pregnancy, childbirth, newborn 
adoption and childcare. The CEC maintains a 
database of the administration staff, including 

information on the number of mothers with small 
children under the age of 11. This data helps prior-
itize needs and adapt the forms of support for the 
families with small children.95

•	 Romania: The EMB has adopted flexible working 
arrangements for mothers with small children, 
including provision of extra time for mothers to 
meet breastfeeding responsibilities.96

•	 Timor-Leste: In the 2009 local elections and 2012 
national elections, the training for the electoral 
staff contained specific measures to prioritize 
pregnant women, women with children and 
family-friendly measures.

There may also be scope to institute gender-specific 
strategies to ensure that women are comfortable in the 
workplace. For example, the provision of a female toilet 
indicates that women are a normal part of the work 
environment. In some countries, facilities for women 
were not included in the original building design and 
had to be built as more and more women entered the 

institution. This was the case in Nepal, where the rise of 
women staff members within the ECN necessitated the 
building of more toilet facilities in 2011. The security of 
the workplace and safe access and transport for women, 
particularly early in the morning or late at night, are 
other important considerations.
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5.2.  Eliminating discrimination, 
harassment and bullying

Workplace culture should not allow for the discrimina-
tion of any staff member, on any ground, and should 
ensure that the workplace is a safe environment for 
people to carry out their duties. It is important to ensure 
that practices do not discriminate against, or exclude, 
anyone or make them uncomfortable. For instance, a 
mind-set that women cannot be stationed in partic-
ular areas or will not be able to travel locally or over-
seas or unaccompanied is discriminatory and is likely 
to be demoralizing for women. The underlying causes 
of discrimination need to be identified and removed, 
including any unintentional or indirect discrimination. 
Gender discrimination is often based on beliefs and 
practices that have been in place for years and so may 
be regarded as normal and go unnoticed. 

Management may send a message that it is seeking to 
foster a gender-sensitive workplace by including such 
a commitment in its Strategic Plan and operational 
goals and by adopting a number of gender-aware pol-
icies. Gender policies specifically aim to challenge 
procedures and ideas that many take for granted and 
have not been seen as discriminatory. Of course, such 

policies then need to be communicated, implemented 
and monitored. A good practice in this regard may be 
to institute mandatory professional development semi-
nars on discrimination in the workplace, so that all indi-
viduals are aware of the regulatory framework and the 
likely consequences of breaching these provisions (see 
section 6 for more on training).

In the EMB survey, eight countries (23 percent) 
reported that they have an “(anti)-sexual harassment 
policy”: Afghanistan, Canada, Costa Rica, Kazakhstan, 
the Republic of Maldives, the State of Palestine, South 
Africa and Tanzania. In Afghanistan, the Gender Unit 
held a series of workshops for staff who were vulnerable 
to harassment, including support staff such as cleaners 
and cooks.97 In addition, all staff received harassment 
awareness training including appropriate workplace 
behaviour and how to address harassment.98

In establishing its own policy and internal regula-
tions, the EMB may actively support and implement 
any national legislated anti-discrimination measures. 
In Canada, for example, Guidelines on Inclusive Work-
place (Canadian Human Rights Commission) and Pre-
vention and Resolution of Harassment in the workplace 
have been established.99 

sUMMINg UP:

• The existing norms and practices in many 
institutions and organizations may affect 
women or make them feel uncomfortable in 
their work environment. 

• EMBs may review their workplace culture to 
ensure it is gender-sensitive, allowing all staff to 
feel legitimately included, safe and, ultimately, 
more productive. 

• Addressing workplace culture requires that 
attention be paid to the way in which indi-
viduals are able to balance their work and 
family responsibilities. 

• Organizations also have a duty of care to their 
staff. Any form of discrimination, including 
bullying and harassment, should be eradicated 
through laws and regulations and through work-
shops and professional development courses.

© Gabrielle Bardall
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Training opportunities are important for 

effective gender mainstreaming in an electoral 

management body.
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6
Enhancing Gender  
Equality Capacities  
through Training

Gender aware EMBs require staff that can understand, and implement, 
gender mainstreaming strategies. Both the understanding and the capacity to 
implement can be fostered through a range of training interventions, targeted 
at specific groups within the organization. 

For example, gender awareness training and workshops 
on specific gender policies can be delivered to staff to 
foster widespread appreciation for gender equality and 
the need for gender sensitivity in the EMB. Specialized 
training, including on-the-job instruction, might be 
provided to gender focal points or the staff (men and 
women alike) who have been tasked with specific gender 
mainstreaming responsibilities. Specific professional 
development opportunities might also be developed 
for women to promote their growth in the organization. 

In implementing gender-sensitive training, there 
are several considerations to take into account. First, 
regardless of who delivers the training (consultants or 
internal trainers), the content should reflect the gender 
equality aims of the institution. Second, consideration 
should be given to the venue and timing of the training 
so that it is accessible for all staff. Being aware of the 
number of women, compared to men, who participate 
in trainings is also important and may be noted in the 
report or evaluation. Third, the composition of training 
teams is another consideration. Ideally, where there are 
two or more trainers and facilitators, the team should 
be gender-balanced. In some contexts, however, all-
women training sessions will be more appropriate. In 
these situations, participants may report feeling better 
able to express themselves openly, higher levels of peer 
support and greater gains from their training. Last, all 
trainers engaged by the EMB, regardless of the focus 
of their specialization, could be required to undergo 

gender awareness training so that their courses in turn 
are more gender-aware.

There are several ways in which gender equality can be 
considered in EMB staff training:

1.   Mandatory gender awareness training can be deliv-
ered to all staff at all levels

2.   Gender equality considerations can be main-
streamed into all training undertaken by 
EMB staff to ensure electoral procedures are 
gender-sensitive

3.   There can be specialized training, including for 
gender focal points or on specific policies or topics

4.   There can be training to ensure equal employ-
ment opportunities and build capacities in spe-
cific areas

6.1. Mandatory training for all staff 
Training on the basic concepts and premises of gender 
equality, gender mainstreaming and gender analysis 
may be mandatory for EMB staff. In the EMB Survey, 
only four of the 35 countries (11 percent) said that 
“gender training is mandatory for all management and 
staff”: Costa Rica, Kazakhstan, Mozambique and Tan-
zania. In Tanzania, the EMB actively seeks out and facil-
itates courses concerning women’s empowerment. 
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Training on specific gender policies, including anti- 
discrimination, harassment and bullying training, 
should also be made available to all staff. When a new 
gender policy is introduced, training on the policy for 
all staff will ensure that the policy is recognized and 
understood across the organization. Senior managers 
need training about the policy to ensure that it is incor-
porated into all decision-making, policy creation and 
operational planning. If harassment, including bul-
lying and sexual harassment, is an issue for staff feeling 
safe at work, then harassment awareness training is 
important for all staff, men and women. This type of 
training enables people to recognize what constitutes 
harassment, the impact that it has on others, how it is 
contrary to the organizational policy and what to do 
when they experience or witness harassment at work. 

6.2.  gender mainstreaming  
in all EMB training

Gender inequalities can impact on all elements of the 
electoral cycle. Accordingly, all training offered by 
the EMB or its subsidiary organs may include gender 
mainstreaming elements. This includes training that is 
routinely provided to election staff on electoral oper-
ations. In Afghanistan, the training for voter registra-
tion staff included activities on ensuring that a husband 
cannot register on behalf of his wife and that woman 
can choose to have a fingerprint instead of a photo.104 
The BRIDGE Gender and Elections module could be 
offered to provide a basis for gender analysis and action 
in all training materials. Additional information is pro-
vided in section 14 on voter outreach.

some examples of the use of training  
to improve gender awareness are:

•	 Afghanistan: Ahead of the 2010 elections, the 
Gender Unit organized training for female staff, the 
gender focal point staff and the commissioners on 
gender awareness in elections. The training covered 
attitudes, skills and knowledge.100 The IEC’s female 
staff members hold regular meetings to iden-
tify and discuss workplace needs and challenges. 
Each meeting includes presentations on specific 
gender- or election-related subjects as part of 
capacity-building. The recommendations from each 
meeting are shared with senior management.101

•	 Mexico: In 2010, the Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal 
del Poder Judicial de la Federación, or TPJF) took 
part in a joint initiative with UNDP, UN Women 
and the Secretariat for External Relations of the 
Government of Mexico entitled Gender Equality, 
Political Rights and Electoral Justice in Mexico: 
Towards Strengthening the Exercise of Women’s 
Human Rights. This project included actions 
to train judges at the Tribunal on incorporat-
ing a gender perspective into their work. Staff at 
the TPJF noted that special training on “ judging 
from a gender perspective” resulted in a series of 

crucial legislative initiatives and very progressive 
sentences, including on the implementation of the 
law on quotas.102 

•	 Nepal: The Electoral Commission of Nepal has 
organized and conducted comprehensive train-
ing programmes focused on women participation 
in electoral processes for the ECN staff, security 
forces, government personnel etc.

•	 Ukraine: All public servants receive awareness 
training to counter gender stereotypes.103

•	 Timor-Leste: The EMBs developed and conducted 
countrywide training programmes, including the 
gender equality and women’s participation topics. 
Also, the EMBs conducted thematic awareness 
campaigns throughout the 2007 and 2012 national 
elections as well as during the 2009 local elections.

•	 UNDP’s Global Programme on Electoral Cycle 
Support (GPECS) tailored the BRIDGE module 
on gender and elections to offer a comprehensive 
five-day course on women’s participation in elec-
toral competition, management and participation. 
Since 2011, over 500 participants from more than 
60 countries have received this training.
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6.3.  Training staff with  
specific responsibilities

Some staff may require specialized, or more in-depth, 
gender training because of the specific responsibilities 
they have with regards to gender mainstreaming. 

gender focal point training
In addition to gender sensitivity training for EMB staff 
in general, it is also important to ensure that the gender 
focal point(s) within the EMB has access to adequate 
training and support. This is especially true in coun-
tries where the position has been newly introduced 
and little previous experience or capacity has been 
developed. This is often achieved through on-the-job 
training and/or customized training, with support of 
technical assistance partners and gender experts.

gender sensitivity training for polling staff
Training is always an important part of the preparation 
for an election. While polling staff are trained in the 
process and rules of the election, training on gender 
awareness or sensitivity is also important and may be 
included for all staff. It is important for polling staff to 
know whether the electoral management body is com-
mitted to encouraging women to vote and eradicating 
family voting. The training can also provide an oppor-
tunity for staff to practice dealing with particular situa-
tions, such as some women’s preference not to register 
to vote with a photographic ID (for more on this, see 
section 9). Such training makes it easier for poll workers 
to enforce regulations.

6.4. Training women to build capacity 
Formal organizational policies on equal access to 
training opportunities may be introduced by the EMB. 
In the EMB survey, 19 of the 35 countries (54 percent) 
said that they have a “policy on equal access to training 
and development opportunities for men and women”: 
Afghanistan, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Canada, Costa Rica, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyzstan, Madagascar, Maldives, Moldova, Mozambique, 
Namibia, the State of Palestine, South Africa, Tanzania, 
Uganda, and Uzbekistan.

Examples of targeted  
training programmes: 

•	 In Ghana in 2009, targeted programmes such 
as the training for Gender and Disability 
Desk Office of the Electoral Commission was 
provided by UNDP to facilitate its work of 
promoting full involvement and participation 
of women and other disadvantaged groups in 
the electoral process.105

•	 In Liberia, UNDP gender experts worked 
alongside national counterparts in the EMB 
to support their capacity development. This 
type of assistance supported the capacity of 
the individual gender focal point as well as 
strengthened the priority given to gender issues 
within the larger organization.106 The gender 
technical capacity support to the NEC resulted 
in the establishment of a Gender Co-ordinator’s 
Office within the NEC.107

•	 Nepal: The EMB in Nepal developed, orga-
nized and conducted series of gender trainings 
through reputed experts and Bridge accredited 
facilitators. Also, thematic training programs 
were conducted targeting persons with disabili-
ties, disadvantaged minorities, etc.

•	 Timor-Leste: Persons with disabilities were 
particularly the focus of training programmes 
and awareness campaigns organized by the 
electoral administration of the country. Also, 
targeted voter education campaigns were 
conducted for young and first-time voters, 
women and elders in remote areas.
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The EMB may regularly assess training needs of its staff, 
including specific needs of women staff, and pursue 
training and capacity support opportunities accord-
ingly. The EMB may intentionally seek out and facil-
itate training opportunities for women staff members 
or facilitate their participation in specialized training. 
When women are routinely not being appointed for par-
ticular roles because of a lack of specialization, such as 
ICT or GIS skills, then technical training and educa-
tional opportunities will be important in creating equity. 
In many countries, women have been disadvantaged 
because of past policies on schooling girls, so targeted 
training may be needed to remove this disadvantage. 

For instance, in Afghanistan, earlier policies of not 
teaching girls to read meant that the Election Commis-
sion had difficulties in recruiting enough women for the 
women-only registration and voting centre teams.108 One 
approach has been to deliberately train women for jobs 
that were traditionally done by men. Educational sup-
port can also provide incentive and capacity at higher 
levels of education. The IEC supports staff who are 
completing their higher education in private universi-
ties with their tuition fees and, for female staff, provides 
support for transportation costs as well as the univer-
sity fee. The Afghan IEC also uses public holidays and 
events, such as International Women’s Day, to highlight 
the contribution of women in the workplace and offers 
employee achievement awards for women employees.

EMBs may also take advantage of other training and 
development being offered in the wider public sector 
for women. Such training can reinforce national mes-
sages of gender equality and also provide access to spe-
cialized advice that the EMB may be too small to have 
in house, such as gender analysis or mainstreaming. 
Inclusion in external training and professional devel-
opment, including international study visits, is one 
area where gender discrimination may be found, often 
because of assumptions that women cannot be away 
from home due to family responsibilities. EMBs should 
ensure that all potential participants are asked what is 
required to enable their participation and, where rea-
sonable, adjustments to plans made to accommodate 
family responsibilities. 

Mentoring
Mentoring of female staff on a career track for pro-
motion is one way to ensure that women staff stay at 
the electoral management body and are in a strong 
position when promotion is being considered. In the 
EMB survey, seven of the 35 (20 percent) countries said 
that they have “mentoring of female staff’: Afghani-
stan, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Iraq, Kazakh-
stan, Mozambique and Tanzania. In Afghanistan, the 
IEC has developed mentoring programmes to transfer 
skills and knowledge to promote women’s advancement 
within the commission.

sUMMINg UP:

• Training opportunities are important for  
effective gender mainstreaming in an EMB. 

• Unless staff understand the principles and 
rationales for revisiting the structures, work and 
operations of an EMB from a gender equality 
perspective, it may not be done. 

• There are several options for training, including 
gender-aware training for all staff, main-
streaming gender into all training provided by 
the EMB, providing specialist training for those 
responsible for mainstreaming and targeting 
women with professional development 
opportunities and mentoring.

© UN Photo/Rick Bajornas
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7
Collecting and  
Analysing Sex-
disaggregated Data

The collection and dissemination of data is an essential task for an inclusive 
EMB. However, data is not always disaggregated by variables such as sex 
or age. Sex-disaggregated data on a range of points is helpful for an EMB 
to analyse, report and use it in policy and planning decisions. Knowing the 
gender breakdown of those registered on the voter list, of voters on election 
day and of staff at all levels is crucial to allow assessment of gender balance 
in elections as well as in the development of policies that may redress any 
identified imbalances in women’s participation and access. Post-election period 
assessments could benefit from analysis and reporting using sex-disaggregated 
data on registration, voter turnout and staff who worked on the election. 

Understanding the precise nature of women’s political 
participation, on the basis of sex-disaggregated data, is 
important, including in the aftermath of conflict. The 
Secretary-General’s report on women, peace and secu-
rity S/2010/498 in 2010 presented a set of indicators for 
use at the global level to track implementation of resolu-
tion 1325 (2000).109 Among the indicators for voluntary 
reporting by Member States is a new indicator on wom-
en’s political participation as voters and candidates. This 
indicator tracks the extent to which women register and 
actually vote and also the extent to which women con-
test national elections as candidates. Tracking women’s 
participation may require special emphasis in UN elec-
toral support activities to support national partners to 
provide this data. In most countries, the actual number 
of voters (voter turnout) is usually not disaggregated 
by sex, making it hard to know the turnout rates for 
women voters. The same applies for women candidates. 
In order to report this data, special provisions may be 
needed to ensure that sex-disaggregated data are col-
lected during polling processes.

Data collection
There are several ways in which sex-disaggregated data 
collection can be institutionalized in an EMB. The first 
step is to ensure that, when data collection exercises are 
designed, a category for ‘sex’ or ‘gender’ is included as 
one of the data fields. Second, the data on ‘sex’ should 
be recorded at the time of the data collection because of 
the costs and inefficiency associated with revising large 
amounts of data retroactively at a later stage. Recording 
‘sex’ or ‘gender’ is most likely to already be collected 
when an applicant registers to vote. However, including 
a ‘sex’ or ‘gender’ field on forms and in other databases 
is often all that is needed for the data to be collected. 

Staff and polling officials may require training to 
understand the processes; otherwise, this should be 
included in standard training of electoral officials. A 
gender mapping or assessment will help an EMB iden-
tify any gaps in its collection (and dissemination) of 
sex-disaggregated data.
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7.1. voter registration data
Disaggregated registration data is captured in many 
countries where ‘sex’ or ‘gender’ is one of the details 
recorded about each registered person. Where ‘sex’ or 
‘gender’ is not one of the details that is recorded, then 
a change in the law or regulations may be needed in 
order to gather this data. When the records are stored 
electronically, analysis by sex or gender within each 
electoral area and for the whole country is easy. If other 
details such as age or ethnicity are also recorded, then 
these, too, can be reported in a sex or gender break-
down and compared to population data. Although 
high-tech systems can facilitate the collection and anal-
ysis of disaggregated data on registration, only simple 
technology is needed to implement effective data dis-
aggregation. Recent reforms to record voter registra-
tion information have allowed for sex disaggregation 
in countries such as the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Iraq, Tunisia, Tanzania and the State of Palestine.110 In 
countries where the register is kept manually, such as the 
Central African Republic and Mozambique, disaggre-
gating is still not possible unless it is manually recorded.

In the EMB survey, 18 of the 35 countries (51 percent) 
said that they “disaggregate voter registration data by 
sex”: Afghanistan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Canada, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iraq, 
Kyrgyzstan, Lesotho, Madagascar, Maldives, Mauritius, 
Mozambique, Namibia, the State of Palestine, Pakistan, 
South Africa and Tunisia. In several countries, the reg-
istration rates are monitored to track areas where there 
may be low registration rates of women or young people. 
In these areas, voter outreach and information cam-
paigns may be deployed to target the under-registered 
groups.111

7.2. voter turnout data
Collecting and reporting data on the proportion of 
women and men who voted (voter turnout) is not yet 
the norm in most EMBs. Without this data, it is not pos-
sible to know if there is a gender gap in turnout overall 
or for a particular geographic area or age group in 
any given country. Some EMBs and stakeholders raise 
concerns that the secrecy of the vote can be under-
mined by the disaggregation and reporting of voter 
turnout by gender. However, this is not the case. First, 
only turnout data should be disaggregated, not voting 
results. Second, sex-disaggregated statistics are useful 
and instructive only at cumulative levels: the level of 
towns, cities, regions and the country as a whole. EMBs 
can therefore determine how to report turnout results 
at a level that is meaningful and open while also pro-
tecting the secrecy of each individual voter at the voting 
centre, constituency or regional level. Thus, reporting 
of sex-disaggregated turnout (not results) should not be 
seen to infringe the secrecy of the vote. 

When there are separate female and male voting cen-
tres (see section 11), turnout data for men and women 
will be part of the standard report of turnout by voting 
centre. When sex is recorded on the voter list, then a 
polling staff member could be given the task of tallying 
the number of men and women who cast a vote at each 
voting centre by recording it when votes are tallied at 
the end of polling. The tally or results forms that record 
the overall number of voters, ballots papers, spoiled bal-
lots, etc. could include a field on the number of women 
and men who voted. If a voter list is used in voting cen-
tres to check voter eligibility and then marked when ©
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voting papers are issued – but sex is not recorded on 
the voter list – polling staff may record the number of 
women and men receiving ballots separately on the tally 
sheet including a data field specifically for that pur-
pose (see Annex B for a sample form used to collect 
this data in Nepal). In this manner, sex-disaggregated 
data can be collected. Overall, however, recording of 
sex-disaggregated data is greatly facilitated where the 
voter list used is electronic and/or if the voter registra-
tion list already contains the voters’ sex or gender. 

Recording sex-disaggregated voter turnout data offi-
cially and systematically is a good practice. However, in 
cases where this is not possible, a non-scientific snapshot 
of turnout may be recorded by domestic and interna-
tional observer groups to record such data, unofficially. 
If, as in most cases, there are insufficient observers to 
record data in every polling station all day long, then 
observer groups may seek to develop a sampling plan 
that will provide a statistically representative record. 
This sampling plan may include demographic issues, 
geographic distribution and gender-sensitive planning 
for the time that data is recorded (i.e., if women are 
responsible for childcare outside of school hours or 
restricted in movement after dark, collecting data in the 
evenings skews results). Many of the established interna-
tional observer organizations have proven methods for 
sampling voting centres to give a representative picture 
of the whole country and these methods could be used 
to choose the voting centre where sex-disaggregated 
turnout data is collected. Despite the growing accuracy 
of observation sampling, this method should not replace 
official data collected systematically by the EMB.

In the EMB survey, 12 of the 35 countries (34 per-
cent) said that they “disaggregate turnout data by sex”: 
Afghanistan, Armenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Costa 
Rica, Ethiopia, Lebanon, Madagascar, Maldives, Mauri-
tius, the State of Palestine, Republic of Congo and South 
Africa. Some examples of where sex-disaggregated 
voter turnout is collected and reported are:

•	 Nepal: The ECN used a dedicated template in each 
polling centre during the 2013 Constituent Assembly 
elections to record sex-disaggregated data on voters.

•	 Timor Leste: The electoral law requires each voting 
centre to record the sex of each voter and to report 
these numbers. 

•	 South Africa: The introduction, in 2009, of scanning 
each voter ID card at the voting centre meant that 
sex- and age-disaggregated turnout data can easily 
be drawn from the database. One intention was to 
use this data to better target voter education before 
the next election.112 

Reforming regulations 
In order to collect and report sex-disaggregated data, 
changes in election regulations may be needed. For 
example, in Pakistan, UN Women and UNDP provided 
support to the Electoral Commission of Pakistan to 
report sex-disaggregated data. The existing data collec-
tion Forms XIV, XVI and XVII of the ECP (Election 
Rules 1977) did not include the provision to record and 
report sex-disaggregated data for registered voters and 
voter turnout. This, in turn, meant that the ECP did not 
report this data. Proposals were made for how the data 
could be sex-disaggregated by amending forms XIV, 
XVI and XVII, which were approved by the ECP in Jan-
uary 2013, paving the way for sex-disaggregated data in 
future elections.113

Similarly, the Permanent Electoral Authority in Romania 
noted that it did not collect sex-disaggregated data as 
there was no legal requirement to do so. The relevant 
legislation specifies only that the following categories of 
information will be included on the electoral register: 
a) date of birth; b) personal identification number; c) 
country of domicile or residence; d) address of domi-
cile; e) address of residence; f) series and number of the 
voting card; and g) series and number of the identity 
card.114 The Permanent Election Authority noted that, 
unless the law or regulations were changed, it would not 
be possible to collect sex-disaggregated turnout data. 

In contrast, sometimes the regulatory requirement for 
sex-disaggregated data collection is not enforced. One 
EMB noted, “There are provisions to collect turnout 
data disaggregated by sex, but the local presiding offi-
cers do not do so at the moment.”115 
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As previously mentioned, post-election period assess-
ments may include analysis and reporting of sex-disag-
gregated data on registration and voter turnout. This 
would be an important tool to analyse whether there is 
a gender gap between women and men in voting and 
if such a gap exists, to adopt measures to address it in 
the next elections. The potential value of this data is 
also recognized as one of the indicators for voluntary 
reporting by Member States in Resolution 1325. 

7.3. Candidate registration data
While data on the number of women elected to national 
parliament is widely reported, sex-disaggregated data 
on candidate registration is not. When sex is one of 
the details required on the candidate nomination form 
and the details are stored electronically, then this data 
should be easy to collect and report. If sex is not one of 
those details, then the law or regulations may need to 
be changed so that this data can be collected. 

Sex-disaggregated candidate registration data are not 
only important to report as an indicator of the level of 
women’s political participation in a country; they are 
also a useful tool for analysis of political party perfor-
mance. An example of this occurred in Moldova, where, 
after the 2011 elections, the CEC of Moldova analysed 
and made available for the public and all interested 
organizations the statistics on the following: women’s 
participation in electoral races for mayor; women’s pres-
ence in electoral races for local and district councils on 

party lists; and women elected as mayors in comparative 
perspective. These statistics were available per electoral 
competitors also so that they, and the general public, 
could compare political party performance in the area 
of gender equality.116 

Another reason to collect this data is to monitor com-
pliance with candidate quota nomination laws, where 
they exist. In countries where a target is set for women’s 
nomination as candidates, such as 30 percent or 50 per-
cent, the reporting of candidate data by sex is required 
in order to ensure that the law is being implemented. 
In some countries, there may also be a ‘placement’ pro-
vision of women candidates, such as one that women 
should occupy every third position on a political party 
list. Reporting of candidate data may also necessitate 
information on the placement of women on party lists 
in order to confirm compliance with legislated quotas. 

7.4. staffing data
The sex of temporary and permanent staff at different 
levels within the EMB is usually easy to record. Collec-
tion and monitoring of this data can be built into the 
basic human resources function. The percentage of 
women in each staffing level for permanent staff can be 
compared to the level in other public bodies and to a 
gender balance of 50 percent. Collection of additional 
data points may be necessary to determine whether 
women are equally represented at different levels of 
responsibility within EMB institution and polling sta-
tion staff. 

In the EMB survey, 12 of the 35 countries (34 percent) 
said that they “maintain a database of electoral staff 
disaggregated by gender”: Afghanistan, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Canada, Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Ethiopia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Madagascar, Maldives, 
Mauritius, the State of Palestine and South Africa. One 
example of the detail of data collected is in Georgia, 
where the Central Election Commission’s database 
on the administration staff notes whether the woman 
is single, widowed, a mother as well as the number of 
children the woman has and whether those children 
are young or adult. This data has been collected “in 
order to prioritize needs and accordingly the forms 
of support”.117 
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Data analysis and reporting
Collecting data has no impact unless it is analysed, 
reported and disseminated. Most of this reporting 
and analysis is conducted during the inter-election 
period. For instance, it is good practice to 
include sex-disaggregated data of the different staffing 
levels in an annual report on the work of the electoral 
management body and to include sex-disaggregated 
voting centre staff and voter data in all reports about 
the election. Likewise, an EMB may seek to promote dis-
aggregated data collection for external areas as well as 
internal (i.e., data on voter registration, turnout, candi-
dates, etc.). When cross-referenced with other statistics 
commonly collected in these areas (regions, age, etc.), 
this data can provide a powerful and detailed snapshot 
of women’s political participation. Good analyses can 
help EMBs better understand the challenges and suc-
cesses; for example, by comparing disaggregated reg-
istration data with disaggregated turnout data, EMBs 
can assess whether there is a correlation or gender gap 

that may require action. Some examples of detailed and 
useable reporting are:

•	 Burundi: Supported by UN Women, the CENI 
produced a tool for the collection and analysis of 
sex-disaggregated data in five areas of participation. 
EMB staff was trained on the tool during a BRIDGE 
module in 2014.

•	 Ethiopia: The post-election evaluation of the 2010 
General Election analysed the level of participation 
of women as voters, electoral officers, observers and 
candidates.118

•	 Timor Leste: A report on turnout compared the 
sex-disaggregated voter turnout data in each dis-
trict with the census data on the number of men and 
women in each district because, while women make 
up 49.1 percent of the total population, this value 
varies across the districts with a low of 46.5 percent 
in the capital city to a high of 50.9 percent. The pat-
tern in the voter turnout across districts matched the 
census pattern.119

sUMMINg UP:

• The collection and dissemination of data is 
an essential task for an inclusive EMB. 

• EMBs are well-placed to ensure that the 
data they collect are disaggregated by 
sex. This data allow an EMB to identify 
any gender gaps in registration, turnout 
or staffing levels and where such gaps 
are identified, to monitor any progress in 
closing them. 

• Ensuring that any data collected are 
sex-disaggregated may require legislative 
reform or changes to electoral regulations.

• Comparing data on the number of women 
and men who register, turn out to vote 
and participate as candidates with the 
number of eligible women and men in the 
population, helps to determine the extent 
of gender differences in electoral and 
political participation.

© UN Photo/Tim McKulka
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Interventions that have been specifically designed to 

ensure women’s participation in electoral processes 

enable EMBs to deliver on their international 

commitments to promote gender equality.
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EMBs are the key administrators of the electoral process and therefore 
their design, composition and performance is a critical variable in the 
credibility of an electoral process and the acceptance of the results.120 The 
inclusive participation of women in electoral processes is also an important 
consideration for the credibility of elections and is a clear aim of UN electoral 
assistance programming.121 

Part B seeks to provide examples of documented prac-
tices on how to ensure women’s equal participation in 
the electoral process and electoral event. It illustrates 
interventions that have been specifically designed to 
ensure women’s participation in electoral processes, 
enabling EMBs (or other bodies as applicable) to deliver 
on their international commitments to promote gender 
equality. It also provides some options for international 
assistance providers to consider where relevant.

Part B reviews the work that is undertaken by EMBs and 
other bodies to prepare for the electoral event, high-
lighting gender mainstreaming and gender-targeted 
interventions that can be implemented to promote 
women’s participation. This includes how EMBs have 
addressed some of the potential obstacles women may 
confront, including lack of identity documentation, 
long distances to travel that can affect registration or 
voter turnout, family voting and lack of access to infor-
mation on the electoral process. Part B concludes by 
presenting good practices in voter outreach strategies 
to improve awareness of women’s political rights.

The Regulatory Framework 
Elections are, for the most part, fierce political con-
tests. Each of the individual processes that contribute 
to the successful conduct of an election – from voter 
registration to the counting of ballots and dispute res-
olution – is prescribed in legislation or regulations. 
This legal framework ensures that all participants and 
stakeholders (including voters, candidates and political 
parties) abide by an agreed set of rules for the conduct 
of an election. A strong legal framework also allows 
for a penalty system to be enforced when those laws 
are breached.

The functions and powers of an EMB and the full elec-
toral framework are defined in the legal framework 
of a country that deals with electoral processes and 
may come from a variety of sources. These include the 
constitution, international agreements, national laws 
(including an electoral code, general laws on elections 
and/or laws establishing the EMB), state laws, regula-
tions, proclamations and directives issued by the EMB 
or other authority, administrative policies and codes 

Making Electoral  
Events Inclusive8
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of conduct.122 All of these sources constitute the legal 
framework and may be reviewed to ensure that there 
is no overt or indirect discrimination against women. 
Consideration of changes to the law and regulations 
often occur first in the post-election period as part of 
the review of the election. Ideally, any changes are made 
in the period between elections so that the impact of 
the changes can be incorporated and communicated 
before the election period starts. 

From a women’s empowerment perspective, it is 
important that the laws to be implemented by the 
EMB, such as the registration of voters and enforce-
ment of gender quotas, all be upheld and that any rel-
evant non-compliance sanctions be enforced. Where 
necessary, the EMB may also have a role in proposing 
amendments to existing laws to parliament to make 
them more effective or, indeed, to reform discrimina-
tory legislation.

Figure 2: gender Mainstreaming Interventions
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Effective voter registration and polling laws and regulations are designed 
to ensure the principle of ‘one person, one vote’ and to produce a credible 
election. The registration of voters is an essential preparatory step in an 
election. In some countries, certain rules can make it hard for a particular 
group of voters to participate. 

Two components of registration that are often reported 
as barriers for women registering to vote are usually 
specified in the law: (a) the forms of identification 
needed in order to register; (b) the information that 
is included on a registration card. These requirements 
may also affect participation on polling day.

In most countries, a list of those eligible to vote at a 
given election, known as a voter register or voter list, 
is prepared. Alternatively, a civil or other population 
registry may be used to establish the list of eligible 
voters. An accurate voter list is fundamental to elec-
toral integrity because it ensures that all those who are 
eligible to vote are able to vote and that no individual 
votes more than once. Several elements are key to an 
integral voter register, including its level of accuracy, 
the transparency of its development and maintenance, 
and the ease with which voters may register, check their 
details and change them if incorrect or outdated (for 
example, following a change of address or change of 
name after marriage).

voter registration methods
Voter registers are usually constructed either ‘actively’ 
or ‘passively’ and on a continuous or periodic basis. In 
‘active’ systems, voters are required to visit, in person, a 
place of registration in order to register or, during a sub-
sequent exhibition period, to notify changes in name or 
address. Sometimes, a new register is created for each 
election and people have to register each time, often 
during specific registration ‘windows’ leading up to an 
election (periodic registration). In other countries, the 
register is continuously updated and voters may only 
need to register once and then update details as they 
change. Another variation on the active methodology 
is where registration teams may go door-to-door to con-
duct an enumeration in order to register people.123 In 
some countries, people can check and change their 
details on the Internet or by post. In all of these ‘active’ 
cases, however, it is the responsibility of the voter to 
complete the registration process.

Registration 
of Voters9

Most of the planning and conduct of registration takes place in the pre-election period or in the years 
between elections. Any consideration of a change in the methods to ensure women’s equal participa-
tion should be made before the pre-election planning period to allow for full implementation before the 
election period starts.



Inclusive Electoral Processes56

Alternatively, in ‘passive’ systems, the electoral man-
agement body may create a voter register by extracting 
information from an existing list such as a civil registry, 
citizenship, national ID card database or residency 
lists.124 Other common sources of information for inte-
grated voter registries include tax lists, immigration 
records, national defence rosters, driver’s licence agen-
cies, vital statistics databases, subnational electoral lists 
(region, state, provincial, territory level) and informa-
tion provided directly by voters. In these cases, voters 
usually do not need to take any action in order to be on 
the voter register. In fact, they may only need to take 
action if they do not want to be on the register for any 
reason, by contacting the EMB directly or opting out in 
a designated check-box on related government forms. 
Where this method is used, a gender analysis of the way 
in which the citizenship or residency list is created can 
help ensure that women are not being disenfranchised 
at that point.

Whether there is a continuous voter registration pro-
cess, a periodic update of the list or a newly created reg-
ister for each election, most registration activity takes 
place before the electoral period and may continue 
until the week of polling.125

Reviewing registration from a gender equality 
perspective
There are advantages and disadvantages to each 
method of creating a voter register and decisions on 

which method to use will be dependent upon the local 
context. A gender analysis of the registration process 
should highlight those advantages and disadvantages 
for women as well as any areas in which women may be 
excluded, either directly or indirectly. At the outset of 
an electoral process and during the establishment or 
renewal of the voter register, the EMB needs to be aware 
of those gender-specific risks that can inhibit women 
voters from registering.

It is important to note that most of the planning and 
conduct of registration takes place in the pre-election 
period or in the years between elections. Voter outreach 
on the registration process is also crucial to ensure that 
all women can participate (see section 14 on voter out-
reach). This section outlines certain challenges that can 
arise for women in the registration process and identi-
fies specific initiatives that have been implemented to 
facilitate women’s participation, some of which will be 
more applicable in a particular country than others, 
depending upon the national context.

9.1.  gender equality considerations  
in the registration process

There are three ‘mainstream’ requirements of the reg-
istration process that may adversely affect women’s reg-
istration: proof of identity; photographic identity cards; 
and registering in person (summarised in table 3).

some of the challenges that can affect the registration of women on the voter roll include:

• Cultural norms that seek to suppress or prevent women’s participation in elections

• Not having the necessary identity documents needed to register, such as citizenship papers or  
family books

• The requirement of photographic identification for women who wear a veil or other religious dress

• Electoral registers that are ‘static’ and not easily open to women to change their names and residence 
(which is often the result of marriage)

• Registers based on data sources that do not include all women or include women as a subset of men, 
such as a register based on heads of families or households

• Restricted access to the place of registration, because of its opening hours or safety concerns

•  Insufficient information on when and how to register, particularly for women who cannot read  
or do not speak the official language
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Proof of identification
When identity documents such as a citizenship certifi-
cate or passport are needed in order to register, women 
may have difficulties because they are often less likely 
to have the necessary identification papers or these 
papers may be held by a husband or father. Attention 
also needs to be paid to regulations that may limit or 
prevent women from obtaining citizenship certificates 
or documents, such as requirements that a male relative 
or spouse verify a woman’s identity or lineage. In some 
countries, women are actively prevented from being 
granted citizenship or have a different civil status, as 
this may afford other rights than the right to vote, like 
the right to inherit land or property or pass on nation-
ality to children. 

Checks are also needed to ensure that the specified 
papers are used in all cultural contexts; for instance, 
if a marriage certificate is needed for a newly married 

woman to change her registration details, but such cer-
tificates are not part of a particular culture or religious 
marriage practice, then this rule excludes some women. 
When a particular group does not have identification 
papers, then actions can be taken to ensure that these 
people can still register. The following are examples 
of actions that have been taken to ensure women have 
their ID papers:

•	 Nepal: In early 2013, many women could not regis-
ter to vote, as they did not hold necessary citizenship 
certificates. A directive was issued by the Election 
Commission of Nepal allowing women to register 
with a local-level official as an additional method of 
verification.126 

•	 Egypt: Started in 2011, the Women’s Citizenship Ini-
tiative project was developed by UN Women and the 
Ministry of State for Administrative Development 
(MSAD) with other partners. The ‘Your ID, Your 

Table 3. gender sensitizing registration requirements

Registration 
requirement Possible adverse effect on women gender-responsive initiatives

Proof of ID •	Procedures for obtaining citizenship or 
other forms of ID are discriminatory or 
complicated 

•	Women may be prevented from registering 
by being unable to access key documents, 
either through circumstance or because 
documents are held by a husband or father

•	EMB explore all options to overcome 
particular challenges

•	Community leaders or electoral officials 
may act as witnesses to verify a woman’s 
identity 

•	National ID cards are issued to specific 
groups without ID or citizenship documents 
(e.g., rural women), including through 
national campaigns and outreach

Photographic ID •	Women in some cultures may not be 
comfortable removing a veil to have a 
photograph taken

•	Women in some cultures may be sensitive 
to the public display of voters’ photographs

•	Photographic IDs may not be required or 
other verification is allowed, e.g. finger-
prints or witnessing

•	EMBs may offer dedicated spaces in which 
photographs are taken in private

•	EMBs have deploy women-only teams or 
use women-only centres

•	EMBs do not keep copies of, or publicly 
display, voters’ photographs

Registration  
in person

•	Access to the place of registration may be 
restricted for women, because of opening 
hours and safety concerns

•	Priority queues for women registering  
to vote may be established

•	Confidential or anonymous registration  
may be allowed in relevant contexts
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Rights’ campaign aimed to ensure women’s basic cit-
izenship rights during the democratic transition in 
Egypt by issuing national ID cards to poor and mar-
ginalized women living in rural or remote areas. The 
project aimed to issue two million national ID cards 
for Egyptian women.127 

•	 Sierra Leone: As many potential voters lacked the 
necessary identification papers, the election law 
allows for a community leader or other credible wit-
ness to testify that women and men are qualified 
to vote.128

•	 Timor Leste: Between 2010 and 2012, the EMBs 
(STAE and CNE) engaged in a voter registration 
update exercise that focused on women and vulnera-
ble groups. The processes included different phases: 
voter registration for new voters, voter data update, 
exhibition and challenges and publication of the 
electoral roll.129

Registering in person
Access to the registration process may be a widespread 
concern when considering women’s participation. 
Given that the most common method of registration 
is for voters to go to a registration office, the location 
of the office and the times at which it is open need to 
be considered in terms of easy access for all women. 
Opening times can be particularly important and need 
to consider when women are most likely to be able to 
visit the registration office. In Belarus and Iraq, timing 
of electoral offices explicitly takes this into consider-
ation to ensure access for women and other caregivers. 
In Tanzania and many other countries, disabled, aged, 
pregnant and breast-feeding women are given first pri-
ority in queues during registration. 

Security during registration is also important. In Iraq, 
the electoral authority uses separate queues for women 
and men and deploys observers and security forces com-
posed of men and women (see other examples in the 
section below on conflict situations).130 In some contexts 
where individuals feel that the public act of voter regis-
tration puts them at personal risk because of the infor-
mation required, some countries permit ‘anonymous’ 
or ‘confidential’ voter registration. This refers to the 

practice of placing certain individuals on the voters list 
in such a way that their names or other characteristics 
(e.g., addresses) do not appear in any published or cir-
culated version of the voters list.131

•	 In New Zealand, an application to be placed on the 
‘unpublished roll’ requires the following kinds of 
supporting documentation:

 » Copy of protection order for domestic violence

 » Copy of restraining order in force

 » Statutory declaration from police on the danger

 » Supportive letter from barrister, employer or jus-
tice of the peace132

•	 Similarly, in Canada, women temporarily residing 
in a women’s shelter may register to vote by special 
ballot without disclosing the address of the shelter.

Some countries reduce or avoid the question of photo 
identification and in-person registration by creating the 
voter register directly through other sources of popula-
tion data. 

•	 In Bosnia and Herzegovina, citizens with ID cards 
do not need to take action to register on the Central 
Voter Register. Active registration is only required 
for out-of-country voters.133 

•	 In Canada, the EMB continually updates the National 
Register of Electors using information provided by 
government agencies from income tax forms, citizen-
ship applications, driver’s licence records, provincial 
permanent voter lists as well as other information 
sources.134 

•	 In Egypt, voter registration depends on a national 
identity database. All citizens who are at least 18 years 
old obtain a national identification card automati-
cally and by default and become a registered voter 
without the need to follow other procedural steps for 
registration. Despite this provision, it has been noted 
that rural women do not always claim their National 
ID cards and need support to inform and encourage 
them about this provision.135
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While this might mitigate some of the challenges iden-
tified, registers based on other data sources that do 
not include all women, or include women as a subset 
of men, such as a register based on heads of families 
or households, will be incomplete. It is important that 
a wide range of databases be used to ensure all eligible 
women can be registered.

Photo identification
Including a photo on the voter card or requiring voters 
to show a form of photo identification is common in 
newer democracies and is often introduced as a means 
of avoiding fraudulent voting on behalf of another 
person. However, including a photo is not the only 
way to combat this problem and other forms of iden-
tification may be appropriate in some contexts. All 
options need to be considered, including from a gender 
equality perspective, to ensure that the chosen option 
safeguards an inclusive voter list and guards against 
fraudulent voting.

For cultures where women wear the veil, the inclusion 
of a photo on the ID card can be a barrier to women’s 
participation in the election. If these issues are not 
addressed, then women may choose not to register 
because they are not comfortable with having a photo 
ID. For instance, one concern that may arise is the 
necessity of removing the veil in order to have the photo 
taken and again when identity is checked at the voting 
centre. Others may be concerned by the existence of the 
ID card that may be seen by strangers. Some problems 
have also been reported when a copy of the photo is kept 
and again may be seen by strangers who are looking 
at the database or a printed record. Similarly, in some 
countries, voter registration lists are posted publicly to 
encourage voters to confirm and, if necessary, correct 
their registration status. Women may be particularly 
sensitive to having their images displayed in public in 
such a manner, for religious, cultural or social reasons.

Where the use of photos for identification has already 
been adopted, there are approaches to implementation 
that may make it easier for women who wear the veil to 
participate. Using women-only registration teams (see 
below) addresses the first issue. 

some examples of procedures to 
deal with the other aspects of this 
issue are:

•	 Afghanistan: Women are not required to 
have their photo on their voter registration 
cards. Instead, they may choose to have a 
fingerprint on their voter ID cards instead of 
a photo (although the fingerprint serves no 
visual identification purpose).136 

•	 Australia and Great Britain do not require 
voters to display photo identification – or, 
consequently, reveal their face – when casting 
the ballot. While registering voters need to 
state the identification number displayed on 
their IDs (which normally contains a photo), 
there is no requirement to actually show the 
registration clerk the ID card. Tendered or 
provisional ballots may be used to address 
concerns of fraud in these cases.137 

•	 Bangladesh: The electoral authority ensures 
that offices for updating the voter register 
offer a p-rivate space where women can remove 
their headscarves/hijabs in order to have their 
photos taken for the voters list.138 
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special considerations in conflict and post 
conflict situations
General Assembly Resolution 66/130 of 2012 calls on all 
States to enhance the political participation of women 
on equal terms with men, including in situations of 
political transition, in voting in elections and refer-
endums and eligibility for election to publicly elected 
bodies. Having identity papers is often a particular 
problem in post-conflict contexts. It is estimated that 
around three quarters of displaced people in a conflict 
situation are women; hence, this may be a significant 
gender equality issue that needs to be addressed.139 The 
United Nations ‘Guiding Principles on Internal Dis-
placement’ (1998) include the right of the internally 
displaced to vote and to have access to the means nec-
essary to exercise this right. Often, the first hurdle for 

internally displaced people is the lack of identification 
papers due to the haste in which they may have left their 
homes and the difficult living circumstances since they 
left. Refugees who have fled across the border can also 
face similar hurdles. When provision is made for regis-
tration, there may be problems of insufficient informa-
tion or a lack of translation into appropriate dialects or 
languages. Security, and fear of harassment, violence 
and discrimination, can also be a major issue that deters 
displaced people from registering on the voter list, par-
ticularly if they have to return to the areas that they left 
in order to register. The rules and processes for regis-
tering displaced peoples need to be considered during 
the pre-election period or between elections. However, 
if the cause of displacement occurs in the run-up to or 
during the election, then special arrangements may 
need to be put in place. 

some examples of flexibility to ensure 
that displaced people can register are:

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina: For the first post-conflict 
voter registration exercise in 1996, people who did 
not have the necessary identification documents 
were able to submit a declaration containing their 
name, address in 1991, identity number (if known) 
and their current address. The declaration had to 
be made in the presence of a magistrate, a religious 
authority, a municipal official or two reputable 
persons whose names appeared on the provisional 
voter list. The 1991 Yugoslavia-wide census details 
were used to check eligibility.140

•	 Burundi: In 2010, Burundian women were assessed 
to be at a greater risk of low voter registration 
because more women than men lacked ID cards. 
In response, UNDP in partnership with CSOs 
and supported by the EMB and the Government 
of Burundi, launched a large-scale awareness 
campaign to encourage all Burundians, and espe-
cially women, to turn out to obtain their national 
identification cards as requisite for voting. Owing to 
increased sensitization and material support from 

donors, the Government of Burundi successfully 
delivered almost 1 million voter ID cards, 
58 percent of which were for Burundian women.141

•	 Kosovo: After the conflict, the voter list and civil list 
were created simultaneously. People without identi-
fication documents could apply in the same way as 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina (above). The EMB also 
set up an investigation department that reviewed 
unsuccessful applications and so provided a final 
opportunity to have their status verified. Analysis 
of the cases showed that “roughly 70 percent of the 
inquiry cases were for women and most of those 
cases were for young women.”142

•	 Sierra Leone: The deadline for requesting a 
‘transfer vote’ (which allows a voter to register in 
one place and vote in another) was extended to 
nine days before the 2002 election to assist those 
who were moving back to their home areas after 
fleeing violence.143 In addition, special registration 
centres were set up for returning refugees, who had 
to provide documentation that they had returned 
under the auspices of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees.144
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9.2.  gender-targeted interventions  
for voter registration

In addition to ensuring that the usual process of reg-
istration does not adversely affect women, EMBs have 
implemented targeted strategies to facilitate women’s 
participation, namely women-only registration teams, 
mobile registration, voter outreach to women and gender- 
specialized training on registration.

Women-only registration teams
In countries where the cultural norm is that women do 
not mix with men who are not family, registration of 
women should be conducted by women-only registra-
tion teams to maximize their participation. In the EMB 
survey, only Afghanistan and Mozambique said that they 
had provided ‘women-only registration teams’, while 
only Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan provided ‘separate 
queuing arrangements for men and women at registra-
tion stations’ or ‘separate arrangements to reduce vio-
lence and/or facilitate women’s registration and safety’.

Some examples of the use of women-only registration 
teams are:

•	 Afghanistan: Women are registered by teams of 
women staff. However, the electoral management 
body was not able to create as many of these teams as 
they had intended because the low number of literate 
women that resulted from previous decades of girls 
not being sent to school.145

•	 Yemen: There is a separate operational committee 
to operate and oversee women’s participation in elec-
tions. Every Registration Centre has a separate room 
for women and men to register. Women seeking to 
register will be processed by women staff.146

Security may also be a concern during voter registra-
tion and consideration may be given to the need for 
women security officers. In the EMB survey, 11 of the 
35 countries (31 percent) said that they had “deploy[ed] 
female observers and security officers” for the registra-
tion process: Afghanistan, Central African Republic, 
Costa Rica, Democratic Republic of Congo, Iraq, Kyr-
gyzstan, Malawi, the State of Palestine, Pakistan, South 
Africa and Uganda.

Mobile registration
One way to avoid problems of electors, especially 
women, having insufficient time and resources to go to 
the voter registration place, is for the EMB to take the 
registration process to the people. Where mobile regis-
tration is made available, it is vital that voters are pro-
vided with information on the timetable and location of 
the registration in their area.

In the EMB survey, 12 of the 35 countries (34 percent) 
said that they had provided “mobile registration sta-
tions in rural areas to combat distance”: Benin, Canada, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Georgia, Iraq, Kazakh-
stan, Mozambique, Namibia, the State of Palestine, 
South Africa, Tunisia and Uganda. These stations are 
usually provided in regions and constituencies that are 
geographically vast and remote, where citizens need to 
travel long distances. In addition to these cases, reg-
istration by mail is available in some countries (Aus-
tralia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Canada, Germany, 
Ireland, United Kingdom) and, although less frequent, 
Internet registration is possible in others (Australia, 
Canada, Denmark).147
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It is important to note that mobile registration and enu-
meration can be costly, but, in many instances, it may be 
the only way to reach voters in remote areas.

Providing voters with information to register
Voters need information about how to register, where 
to register and when the registration centre is open. 
Women may also need encouragement to register, in 
particular where cultural norms imply that elections 
are a male domain, where there is illiteracy or where 
there is widespread political apathy. In most countries 
with high illiteracy rates, women constitute the largest 
proportion of illiterate voters. In some contexts, it will 
also be necessary to ensure that information is provided 
in local languages.152

In the EMB survey 22 of the 35 countries (63 percent) 
said that they had provided “awareness-raising with 
NGOs/national women’s organizations to encourage 
women to register’” Afghanistan, Belarus, Benin, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Central African Republic, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Iraq, Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Madagascar, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Namibia, the State of Palestine, Pakistan, 
Republic of Congo, South Africa, Tanzania, Tunisia 
and Uganda.

Some of these outreach activities include:

•	 Democratic Republic of Congo: Awareness cam-
paigns were conducted in 2009 and 2010 to increase 
the number of women on the electoral roll, including 
targeted voter registration sensitization campaigns 
for women in remote provinces.153

•	 Sudan: UNDP administered over US$1.2 million of 
small grants to 41 CSOs in 2009. The grantees were 
trained on voter education methodology for the reg-
istration process, including outreach to women.

•	 South Sudan: UN Women, in partnership with 
UNMIS Elections Team Gender Unit, supported 
training of trainers in all 79 counties of South 
Sudan around the registration process. “You must 
register” posters, and a civic education guide, were 
widely distributed.154

gender-specialized training for registration staff
Including gender-sensitive procedures and rules may 
not be enough to guarantee gender-responsive voter 
registration. Even when registration teams are trained, 
specific actions may not be prescribed in their job 
descriptions or followed through on the ground. Gender 

Another approach to bring registration to the people is for the EMB to conduct a full or 
partial enumeration. An enumeration is done to prepare a voter list for an election through a 
house-to-house survey.148

• In Bangladesh, registration teams went door to door with a mobile unit to take the photos for the  
ID cards and collect the necessary information.149

• In Mauritius, a house-to-house enquiry to register electors is carried out each year. All houses are 
visited and all qualified members of every household, irrespective of gender, are registered.

• In Nepal, around 28,000 enumerators were involved in 2011 in the nationwide voter registration 
programme, drawing mainly on teachers from community schools. A 50-percent target was set for 
engaging women as enumerators and educators and in other positions in the ECN.150

• In Pakistan, the ECP coordinated with the National Data Registration Authority (NADRA) to 
encourage women to have Computerized National Identity Cards (CNIC) so that they can be regis-
tered as voters. House-to-house enumeration is carried out to add those who have CNIC to the list. 
CSOs are also encouraged to motivate women to register for the CNIC.151

• Timor-leste: In elections held since 2001, mobile teams for the voter registration and polling day  
have been available. The mobile teams cover hospitals, prisons, army barracks and other 
remote locations.
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equality considerations may be forgotten or superseded 
by other demands once teams are on the ground.

Ensuring that the procedures are followed requires that 
they be incorporated into the instructions, checklists 
and role descriptions used on a daily basis by registra-
tion agents. In Afghanistan, the duties of the Card Pro-
duction Officer clearly specified that it is the duty of 

the officer to “ensure the privacy of women being pho-
tographed” and remind women that they can choose to 
have their fingerprint taken instead of a photo.156 The 
training for registration workers included activities on 
ensuring that a husband cannot register on behalf of 
his wife and that a woman can choose to have a finger-
print instead of a photo.157

sUMMINg UP:

• As a prerequisite for voting, the registration 
process requires particular attention from a 
gender equality perspective.

• Existing registration methods, including the 
requirement to have identification papers 
where women have not been issued these by 
the national authorities, may unintentionally 
affect women’s participation.

• A gender analysis of the registration 
process may be helpful to identify the 
possible changes that can be made to 
improve rates of women’s registration.

• EMBs can consider different initiatives to 
target women specifically, such as through 
women-only registration centres or queues, 
mobile registration and providing informa-
tion on the requirement to enrol and gender 
training for registration staff.

Zimbabwe: striving for gender-sensitive voter registration

In July 2013, Zimbabwean women from across the political spectrum held a peaceful march and 
presented a petition demanding a gender-sensitive voter registration exercise.

A survey by several women’s organizations revealed that the ongoing voter registration exercise had 
failed to recognize women’s specific needs due to the lack of responsiveness to their needs based on 
their gender roles as mothers and caregivers. It noted that the elderly, women with disabilities and preg-
nant women were not given special attention, as some registration points were not accessible and some 
officials refused to accommodate those potential voters’ special needs.

The petition was presented to the Registrar General’s office, Zimbabwe Electoral Commission, the 
Finance Ministry and Joint Monitoring and Implementation Committee.155

© UN Photo/Bernadino Soares
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The EMB should ensure that all relevant laws 

are implemented and that they do not directly or 

indirectly discriminate against women.
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EMBs are responsible for a wide range of activities, including key tasks of receiving 
and validating nominations of candidates and political parties, registering 
voters, conducting polling, counting and tabulation, and announcing results.158 
EMBs may also disburse public funding and oversee campaign expenditure 
and disclosure, although these tasks can also be the responsibility of different 
line ministries (such as the interior or justice ministries), a registrar of political 
parties or another body.159 The EMB should codify the procedures required for 
the registration of parties and candidates and ensure that all relevant laws are 
implemented in a non-partisan way. 

Nomination procedures are those that establish the eligi-
bility of candidates to be included on a ballot.160 In most 
countries, many candidates register with an endorse-
ment of a political party (or affiliation to a political 
party or grouping), especially under a list-proportional 
representation system, while some systems permit inde-
pendent candidates. Legislation is likely to specify the 
time frame for dealing with applications for registration 
and ensure that all parties and candidates receive equal 
treatment.161 The qualifications for approval as a party 
or candidate might typically include: age; nationality; 
financial security; level of support from electors; and 
lack of conviction for criminal or electoral offences.162 
Nomination also frequently involves the payment of a 
deposit. The EMB may consider advertising candidacies 
rules across different media to ensure that women have 
access to the information and that times and locations 
for lodging nominations are accessible for all citizens.

While the qualifications will vary from country to 
country, consideration needs to be given to whether the 
rules directly or indirectly discriminate against women. 
For example, if the candidacy deposit is set too high, 
candidates from poorer sectors may be discouraged or 
prevented from registering. As women constitute the 
majority of poor in most countries, this requirement 
may indirectly disadvantage women candidates. Consid-
eration also needs to be given to other laws that impact 
on candidate and political party registration, notably 
laws requiring that a certain proportion of nominated 
candidates should be women or from other underrep-
resented groups or laws that mandate a reduction in 
public campaign finance allocations if a certain pro-
portion of women are not candidates. Sometimes, the 
determination of whether all requirements have been 
met may involve the court or the electoral administra-
tion may be empowered to make definitive rulings.163 

Nomination and  
Registration of Candidates  
and Political Parties

10
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10.1.  Implementing candidate quota 
nomination rules

More than 80 countries have legislated temporary spe-
cial measures (TSMs) in the form of gender quotas, 
which are aimed at increasing the number of elected 
women to decision-making bodies, notably parlia-
ments.164 These laws will require implementation and 
enforcement during the candidate and party registra-
tion period. In many countries, the authority to mon-
itor and enforce compliance with gender quotas rests 
with the body charged with candidate nominations – 
often the EMB. They may have the authority to require 
political parties to reorganize or resubmit their lists of 
candidates so that they comply with the quota regula-
tion or they may penalize political parties that fail to 
meet gender requirements including imposing finan-
cial penalties and disqualifying them from competing. 
The responsibilities for EMBs to oversee and enforce 
quota legislation are outlined in the examples below.

In many countries, political parties that do not comply 
with quota laws are sanctioned. Sanctions to penalize polit-
ical parties that fail to comply may include the following:

•	 Rejection or disqualification of candidate lists that 
do not meet the candidate nomination quota (Ecua-
dor, Paraguay, Argentina, Senegal) 

•	 Legal sanctions (Rwanda, Kenya (parliaments that 
do not meet the set quota are considered uncon-
stitutional), Argentina, Nepal, Burundi, Tanzania, 
Belgium, Costa Rica and Senegal)

•	 Political drawbacks (in Belgium and Brazil, positions 
unfilled with women are left open)

•	 Financial penalties for parties that do not meet the set 
quota of female candidate (Bolivia, Burkina Faso, Cape 
Verde, Colombia, Croatia, France, Georgia, Ireland, 
Kenya, Niger, Portugal and the Republic of Korea)

•	 Censure or sanction by government monitoring 
mechanisms (Equality or Equal Opportunity Com-
missions or monitoring bodies)

•	 Political parties disqualified from competing due to 
non-compliance with the law (Kyrgyzstan)

Examples of legislation regarding 
candidate quotas on nomination to 
be enforced by the EMB are:

Armenia

•	 Neither gender may exceed 80 percent in the 
list of every five candidates on the proportional 
representation list (starting from the second 
entry) (Article 108, paragraph 2, Electoral 
Code of Armenia, 2011). 

•	 The Central Electoral Commission shall reject 
the registration of the electoral list of a politi-
cal party, an alliance of political parties if the 
electoral list does not meet the requirements 
defined by Article 108(2), including the legis-
lated candidate quota (Article 110, Electoral 
Code of Armenia, 2011).

Bosnia and Herzegovina

•	 Every candidate list shall include male and 
female candidates who are equally represented. 
Equal representation is reached when each 
gender is represented with a minimum of 40 
percent of the total number of candidates on 
the list (Article 4.19 [4]). 

•	 The under-represented gender shall be distrib-
uted on the candidates list in the following 
manner. At least one (1) minority gender 
amongst the first two (2) candidates, two (2) 
minority gender candidates amongst the first 
five (5) candidates, and three (3) minority 
gender candidates amongst the first eight (8) 
candidates, etc. (Article 4.19 [4]). If a list does 
not comply, only the part of the list up to the 
number fulfilling the requirements in the law 
shall be accepted by the Central Elections 
Commission (Article 4.19 [8]). 
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(majority and proportional) shall be women 
(Article 27.1, Election of the Parliament (State 
Great Hural), 15 December 2011.

•	 The General Election Commission or district 
committee shall decline to register the list of candi-
dates if it violates provisions under the Article 27, 
including the requirement on the legislated candi-
date quotas.

Paraguay

•	 Parties are required to have internal party 
mechanisms to ensure the participation of no less 
than 20 percent women in elective offices (Electoral 
Code, Article 32 [r] [1]). Women must be placed on 
at least every fifth place on candidate lists (Electoral 
Code, Article 32 [r] [2]).

•	 Party lists that do not meet the quota will not be 
approved by the Electoral Commission (Electoral 
Code, Article 32 [r] [3]). 

Source: IDEA, IPU and Stockholm University, Global 
Database of Quotas for Women, www.quotaproject.org 

Ecuador

•	 According to the Electoral Law 2009 and 2012, 
Article 99, in the candidate lists, for the elections 
through the system of proportional representation, 
the names of men and women candidates will be 
presented alternatively until the end of the list.

•	 The candidate lists will be rejected by the 
Electoral Commission if they do not comply with 
the gender parity provisions of the Constitution 
and the Electoral Law (Electoral Law 2009/2012, 
Article 105).

guyana

•	 On each political party list, one third of the 
candidates must be women (Representation of the 
People Act, Section 11B). 

•	 If the list does not comply with the quota, the 
Commission shall notify this and allow the party 
to rectify it. Only when deemed correct 
by the Commission, can the list be approved 
(Representation of the People Act, Sections 
14 & 17).

Kyrgyzstan

•	 As amended in 2011, the Electoral Law specifies 
a 30-percent quota for either sex on electoral lists 
(Code on Elections, Article 60 [3]). 

•	 Lists that fail to meet the quota requirement will 
be rejected by the Electoral Commission (Code on 
Elections 2011, Article 61 [3]). No more than three 
positions can separate men and women (Code on 
Elections 2011, Article 60 [3]).

Mongolia

•	 In 2011, a legislated candidate quota was introduced 
into Mongolia’s electoral legislation, requiring that 
at least 20 percent of candidates on lists presented 
by political parties for both types of contests 
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EMBs can also work in different ways to encourage 
compliance with the quota provisions, rather than just 
relying on enforcement mechanisms:

•	 In Afghanistan ahead of the 2014 elections, the IEC 
implemented several measures to promote nomina-
tion of women candidates. In response to the low 
registration rate of women, the IEC sought to address 
the financial barriers female candidates faced. Deci-
sions included the reimbursement of the deposits paid 
by Provincial Council female candidates and support 
to publish posters (for male and female provincial 
candidates). These measures helped to increase the 
number of women candidates and to enable the 
quota requirement to be met.165 During the 2009 
Provincial Council and 2010 lower house elections, 
a few provinces did not have enough female candi-
dates to fill the allocated seats. With only three to 
four days left for the closing date of candidate nom-
ination, the IEC conducted a series of discussions 
with women councils and NGOs working for women 
and succeeded in identifying additional female can-
didates in time for the nomination deadline. 

•	 In Tunisia in 2011, the EMB worked out agreements 
to bring transgressing parties into compliance with 
the law.166 

Applying quotas on nominations  
in latin America
The EMB has a crucial function to impartially 
apply the electoral law, but can sometimes also 
play a quasi-legislative role in promulgating regu-
lations and, in some cases, a quasi-judicial role in 
passing judgment on electoral complaints.167 In 
Latin American in particular, electoral tribunals 
exist in many countries, which are the highest 
authorities on electoral matters and usually a 
specialized organ of the federal judicial branch.168 
The electoral tribunal has the responsibility to 
ensure that all acts and rulings pronounced by the 
electoral authorities meet the constitution and the 
laws derived from it.169

An interesting trend has emerged in Latin 
America with electoral tribunals robustly inter-
preting electoral quota legislation to ensure 
political parties’ compliance. In one recent 
comparative study of decisions made by electoral 
tribunals,170 presidents of the electoral tribunals 
of Argentina and Costa Rica remarked that the 
prevalence of quota legislation in this region had 
“reconceptualized the role of the State” in ensur-
ing the fundamental rights of all citizens – men 
and women – to participate equally in the polit-
ical sphere.171 They argued that the State is now 
understood to have a more active role in working 
to eliminate barriers to women’s political rights on 
the understanding that merely adopting electoral 
gender quotas equates only to a “partial compli-
ance” with CEDAW. In this context, the electoral 
tribunals have become the guardians of ensuring 
compliance with the quota laws. The following 
decisions illustrate the enforcement of quota laws 
in Latin America:

•	 In Argentina, the Cámara Nacional Electoral 
found in its decision 1864/95, 21 April 1995, 
that, even where the majority of a party’s 
membership has voted against the implemen-
tation of the quota, that vote cannot justify the 

© UN Photo/Rick Bajornas
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10.2. Applying campaign finance rules
In the past five years, political finance reforms have 
been adopted in 27 countries that explicitly aim to 
address gender inequality through the system of public 
funding.176 These reforms mainly target the candida-
cies of women by political parties, where public funding 
is used as an incentive or penalty for compliance or 
non-compliance with legislated electoral quota laws; a 
portion of funds is either allocated or reduced in line 
with the quota law. Public funding provides parties with 
financial incentives to meet the quota target or penal-
izes them if they fail to meet the agreed proportion of 
women candidates or elected representatives.177 

Where EMBs have responsibility for overseeing cam-
paign finance, they will also be responsible for imple-
menting these laws. In Albania’s 2013 election, each 
candidate list had to include at least one male and 
one female in the top three positions and, in total, the 
list should have comprised at least 30 percent of each 
gender. To meet the quota, many parties included 
women at the bottom of the lists in unwinnable posi-
tions. As the provision that would have denied regis-
tration to non-compliant lists was repealed in 2012, the 
EMB issued fines instead to the three largest parliamen-
tary parties for failing to meet the gender quota in some 
districts: the Socialist Party was fined in six electoral 
zones, the Socialist Movement for Integration was fined 
in four electoral zones, and the Democratic Party was 
fined in 4 zones, with a total fine of 14.000.000 ALL. 
These penalties are taken from the budget which will 
be allocated to political parties.178  

party’s non-compliance with the quota legis-
lation. The CNE further ruled that the quota 
needed to be applied to ‘real’ – that is, ‘winna-
ble’ – positions on the party’s electoral list, 
a decision that was reiterated in subsequent 
decisions (1866-95, 2951-01, 3507-05).172

•	 In Costa Rica, while the quota rule of 
40 percent was implemented in the 1998 elec-
tions, the electoral authorities did not reject 
lists that did not meet the quota requirement. 
The Tribunal Supremo de Elecciones ruled in 1999 
that the quota law should be interpreted in the 
following way: lists should comprise a minimum 
of 40 percent of either sex and that women 
should have 40 percent of electable seats, inter-
preted as the number of seats the party received 
in the district in the previous election.173 

•	 In Mexico, the Tribunal Electoral del Poder 
Judicial de la Federación voted to reject the 
candidate lists of five different parties and 
two coalitions competing for seats in the 2012 
elections if they did not correct their lists to 
meet the 40-percent quota. In 2011, before the 
Tribunal’s decision, women represented 28 
percent of the candidates on the majority elec-
toral list and 40.2 percent of the candidates on 
the proportional representation list. Following 
the TEPJF’s decision in 2012, those percent-
ages rose to 41.5 percent and 49.5 percent, 
respectively.174

•	 In Peru, the Jurado Nacional de Elecciones ruled 
(decision 721-2010-JNE, 26 July 2010) that the 
percentage of women on a party’s electoral 
list could be rounded up to the next integer. 
For example, if a party presents a list with 29.6 
percent of women, it would be taken as 30 
percent. The Tribunal also ruled (670-2010-
JNE, 23 July 2010) that a party list will still be 
declared invalid if certain candidates decide to 
withdraw their candidacies even after the list 
is approved.175
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Examples of legislation regarding 
disbursement of public funding and 
proportion of women candidates 

Albania

•	 For each electoral zone, at least 30 percent of the 
multi-name list and/or one of the first three names 
on the multi-name list must be from each gender 
(Article 67, paragraph 6, Law no. 10 012, 2008 
amended by the law no. 74/2012).

•	 Failure to comply is punishable with a fine of ALL 1 
million (EUR 7,120) in the case of elections to the 
Assembly and ALL 50,000 (EUR 346) for elections 
for local government bodies for each electoral zone.

Burkina Faso

•	 Lists of candidates must include at least 30 percent 
of either sex (Law on Quotas, Article 3).

•	 If a party reaches or exceeds the 30 percent quota, 
it will receive additional funding (Law on Quotas, 
Article 5 & 6).

•	 If a political party fails to meet the quota provision, 
its public funding for election campaigns will be cut 
by 50 percent. (Law on Quotas, Article 5 & 6).

Ireland

•	 According to the Electoral Act 1997, section 17, 
as amended by the Electoral (Political Funding) 
Act 2012, section 42, the political parties, after the 

implementation of the law in national elections, 
will lose 50 percent of their state funding, unless at 
least 30 percent of their candidates are women and 
at least 30 percent are men. After a period of seven 
years, the political parties should have a 40-percent 
gender quota in their candidate lists in order 
receive full state funding.

Panama

•	 The Electoral Law 54 of 2012 states that 50 percent 
of the public financing destined to political parties 
must be allocated for the training of party members 
and, from this, 10 percent must be specifically used 
for the training of women.

Portugal

•	 Candidate lists, for the elections to the national 
parliament, European Parliament and local govern-
ments, shall be composed in a way such as to 
promote a minimum representation of 33 percent 
of each sex (Decree 72, 2006).

•	 If a list does not comply with the quota law, this will 
be made public and there will be financial sanctions 
in relation to the level of inequality on lists (Decree 
72, Article 7).

Source: International IDEA, Political Finance Database, 
http://www.idea.int/political-finance and IDEA, IPU and 
Stockholm University, Global Database of Quotas for Women, 
www.quotaproject.org

In Georgia, according to the political party law, polit-
ical parties that have at least 20 percent of either sex on 
candidate lists will receive an additional 10 percent of 
public funding. In the 2012 election, however, the finan-
cial incentive did not have the intended impact. While 
several parties complied with the law and received addi-
tional funding, the two parties that won seats in par-
liament did not. The CEC proposed amendments to 

the law regulating the financial incentives for political 
parties (Organic Law of Georgia on Political Unions of 
Citizens) in July 2013 that parties receive a 30-percent 
supplement from the state budget (up from 10 percent) 
if the nominated party list includes at least 30 percent 
of each gender (up from 20 percent) for each group of 
10 candidates.179 

http://www.idea.int/political
www.quotaproject.org
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sUMMINg UP:

• EMBs’ responsibilities include receiving and validating 
nominations of candidates and political parties and 
election campaign finance. 

• The qualifications for approval as a party or 
candidate are prescribed in laws and regulations. 
While the qualifications will vary from country 
to country, consideration needs to be given to 
whether they are directly or indirectly discriminatory 
against women.

• Temporary special measures (TSMs) in the form of 
gender quotas are legislated in over 80 countries, 
which EMBs and other bodies implement and enforce. 
EMBs may review regulations to ensure that polit-
ical parties comply with the quota regulation or they 
may penalize political parties that fail to meet gender 
requirements including imposing financial penalties 
and disqualifying them from competing.

• Where EMBs have responsibility for overseeing 
campaign finance, they will also be responsible 
for implementing laws in some countries that 
provide parties with financial incentives to meet the 
quota target or penalize them if they fail to meet 
the agreed proportion of women candidates or 
elected representatives.

© UN Photo/Tim McKulka
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EMBs are required to take into account the specific 

challenges that women may confront in the voting 

process and to take specific measures to protect 

against them.
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In accordance with international treaties and commitments by states, all 
citizens have the right to vote and be elected in genuine and periodic 
elections where secrecy of the vote is guaranteed.180 As the bodies usually 
responsible for organizing elections and providing voting arrangements, 
EMBs aim to ensure that the conduct of elections is in line with the law and 
international commitments.

In this respect, EMBs are required to take into account 
the specific challenges that women may confront in this 
voting process and to take specific measures to protect 
against them. There are many potential issues that can 
disadvantage women in the voting process. Women 
may be deterred from casting their vote because of 
the cultural norms, they may not be encouraged to 
vote according to their own preferences, they may lack 

the necessary information and confidence to vote or 
the voting centre may be inaccessible. To be credible, 
all registered voters need to have the opportunity to 
cast their vote in secret, free from intimidation, and 
to have that vote counted as part of the official elec-
toral result. In most countries, voting takes place on 
one day, making the conduct of an election the biggest 
logistical event conducted in peacetime. Most electors 

The Voting Process11

some of challenges that can hinder the participation of women voters include:

• Biased cultural norms that prescribe that women should not be involved in politics or that politics is 
the domain of men

• Traditions of family or enforced proxy voting that deprive women of a free choice

• Cultural or religious norms that prohibit women from interacting with men who are not relatives, 
including voting centre staff and other voters

• Problems in reaching the voting centre due the distance, difficulty of the journey, lack of time away 
from home or work and caring responsibilities, which may also affect men

• Concerns about the safety of the journey to the voting centre and security at the voting centre

• Difficulties reaching the voting centre when the voter does not currently live in the district where they 
need to cast their vote. Voters may be away from their ‘home district’ due to movement for work or 
study or because they are displaced due to war or natural disaster, which may also affect men.

• Illiteracy levels that are still disproportionally high amongst women and particularly amongst 
women who have migrated to a different language area and are therefore less likely to learn the 
new language
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vote at polling stations, located in voting centres, which 
should offer electors space to cast their vote in a private 
and in secret.

A gender assessment of the polling processes may con-
sider these and other issues. In order to ensure an 
inclusive election, barriers should be considered and 
steps taken to remove them, particularly in the area of 
ensuring women can cast their vote in secret. Possible 
actions relate to the logistics of the voting centre and 
the training and conduct of voting centre staff. 

11.1.  Ensuring women’s right  
to a secret ballot

International commitments stipulate that all voters have 
the right to vote in secret. The right to vote in secret is 
preserved for all citizens regardless of sex.181 But, where 
there is a tradition of men casting votes ‘on behalf of’ 
the family, then strong local law is needed to ensure 
that the EMB can act to protect women’s right to vote in 
secret. This could include targeted measures to protect 
against family voting and/or other violations of voter 
secrecy and free choice. A strong legislative and regu-
latory framework, including meaningful penalties for 
those who break the law, and a willingness of the police 
and judiciary to prosecute make it easier for the EMB 
and other bodies to enforce the law. 

Directives from the EMB stating the right of all women 
to vote in secret may be an important first step in estab-
lishing EMB leadership in this area. The EMB would 

need to follow up its public pledges with actions and 
take its commitment seriously.

Proxy voting
In some countries, provision is made for male and 
female voters who cannot vote on the day of the elec-
tion to cast an early vote and for voters who are out of 
the country to cast a vote abroad. In some places, these 
voters nominate another registered voter to be their 
proxy and to cast their vote on their behalf. Such mea-
sures are taken to allow as many people as possible to 
cast their vote in the election and are known as ‘proxy 
voting’. Proxy voting is legal in many countries and is 
viewed as a tool to legitimately protect the franchise of 
voters with limited mobility.182

Family voting and/or enforced proxy voting
A different phenomenon is that of ‘family voting’ and/
or enforced proxy voting, which is often confused with 
legal proxy voting. Broadly, family voting refers to the 
situation in which the heads of family (often extended 
family and often male heads of family) influence other 
family members in how they cast a vote. It is commonly 
practised in jurisdictions that have a tradition of an 
extended and/or customary family structures that allow 
the dominant member of the family to take important 
decisions or carry out important activities affecting the 
family. Family voting can be a serious violation, espe-
cially when it is malicious, i.e., when it is carried out with 
the intent of influencing or removing the freedom of 
choice of a voter.183 In these cases, family voting violates 
the central principle of voter secrecy. 

Family voting often stops women from casting a vote of 
their own choice. In many situations, while the woman 
physically casts her own vote, she is under a strong cul-
tural expectation to obey her husband or father and vote 
for the candidate or party that she has been instructed 
to vote for. The influence may extend to accompanying 
the female family members to the voting centre in order 
to oversee the casting of the vote (group voting) or the 
male family member obtaining the ballot paper on 
behalf of the woman (enforced proxy voting).184 

Family or tribal or village voting can also derive from 
a situation in which the leaders of the group perceive 
that the threat or benefits of a particular candidate 
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winning are such that they instruct all of ‘their’ people 
to vote for the benefit of the group. These benefits may 
be bribes promised by a candidate or they may relate to 
wanting a candidate who will ‘look after the interests’ 
of the group. It may also be enforced through coercion 
and intimidation, including threatening women with 
divorce if they do not follow the voting instructions of 
their family, tribe or clan.185 While this infringes the 
rights of the whole village or tribe to form their own 
electoral choices, it has a disproportionate impact 
on women who are often excluded from decisions 
about leadership.

Another situation in which family voting arises is in 
cultures where there is a belief that a man would be 
shamed if the women in his family voted for a candidate 
that he did not approve of. In some cases, women may 
feel that they need family permission to register and to 
cast a vote and accept direction on how to vote. It may 
also be the case that women are informed that to act 
against such instructions would be a sin or grounds for 
corporal punishment, divorce, social exclusion and pos-
sible loss of their rights as a parent.186

Mitigating family voting
When family voting is a cultural norm, the electoral 
management body may need to consider if polling staff 
recruited from the local area could also be under cul-
tural pressure to allow family voting or could be con-
cerned as to adverse consequences for the women if 
they do not allow the family to control their vote.187 Fol-
lowing are actions that may be implemented in polling 
day management. These actions address a number of 
different issues, some of which may be more applicable 
in a particular country than others, depending upon 
the local context.

•	 Tightening the electoral code before the election or 
enacting clearly defined operational instructions to 
protect the secrecy of the vote, including prescribing 
specific measures for orderly operation of polling sta-
tion, providing sufficient space and isolation booths in 
polling stations, only allowing one voter at a time in iso-
lation booths and issuing ballot papers one at a time.

•	 Prioritizing training of poll workers to comply with 
secrecy provisions.

•	 Conducting targeted public outreach to edu-
cate voters on their right to secrecy, especially 
among vulnerable populations such as women and 
illiterate voters.

•	 Promoting confidence and transparency by ensuring 
that, once a vote is cast, the EMB will protect voters’ 
secrecy and their choice will never be revealed. 

The Macedonian State Election Commission has devel-
oped a strategy and taken measures to mitigate the prac-
tice of family voting. As part of a programme aimed at 
preventing family voting, the State Election Committee 
issued a directive to all staff that prevention of family 
and proxy voting was important.188 It also published a 
strategy against family and proxy voting with the aim 
of ensuring a consistent framework for all government 
and donor projects created to address the problem. The 
framework acknowledges that the issue must be dealt 
with using continuous activities throughout the elec-
toral cycle.189

11.2  gender equality considerations  
with polling arrangements 

Polling locations
There are several factors in the location of the voting 
centre that may have an impact on women who want to 
vote. The distance that people need to travel, the avail-
ability of public transport near the voting centre and the 
safety of the local area are important considerations. 
Women are more likely to vote if there is a voting centre 
near the places that they frequent, such as the market, 
schools or clinics. In tribe- or clan-based areas or where 
there has been ethnic, religious or gender-based vio-
lence, voters may not feel comfortable if they have to go 
into areas controlled by others. 

The actual building used as a polling station can also 
have an impact. Consideration may be given to whether 
there are stairs, physical obstacles to access the station 
or security concerns and to the type of building, such 
as a school or religious building. When choosing the 
location of the voting centre, it is important to think 
about the comfort of those in the queue and that there 
are female toilets available. Polling stations should also 
be spacious enough that women voters need not face 
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physical contact with men in certain countries because 
of cramped conditions within or around a polling 
centre. Security is a primary concern.

These factors may be incorporated into the criteria or 
checklist used when selecting voting centres and when 
deciding how many voting centres will be needed. For 
example, in Nepal, voting centres were on the ground 
floor of buildings for easy access.190 In Uzbekistan, spe-
cial rooms for mothers and children were provided at 
all voting centres, as well as first aid posts.191 In Jordan, 
voters were allowed to use any voting centre within their 
district. This flexibility was useful for many women 
voters who experience restricted freedom of move-
ment.192 In Afghanistan, given the cultural context, sep-
arate voting stations staffed with female officers were 
established for female voters.193

Mobile polling stations
In some countries, taking the polling station to the 
voters with mobile units is used in rural areas and to 
assist people who cannot travel far due to disability, ill-
ness or age. Domestic responsibilities, like caring for 
children and the elderly, together with prohibitive 
transport costs from remote places to the polling sta-
tion, can prevent women from voting.194 Mobile polling 
stations can increase the voter turnout of women, as 
well as of men, in remote areas. 

Provision for mobile polling stations is usually included 
within the law or regulation for polling day and pro-
cedures for implementation should be clearly artic-
ulated. Special equipment will be needed and staff 
trained and the location of the mobile stations adver-
tised. The secrecy of the ballot needs to be maintained 
during any mobile voting and steps taken to ensure 
that voters do not vote again at another voting centre. 
If a mobile polling station visits an extended family, vil-
lage or tribal area, then the polling staff should ensure 
that each person is casting his or her own vote and not 
coming under family pressure on how to cast that vote. 

In the EMB survey, six of the 35 countries (17 percent) 
said that they had provided “mobile voting centres in 
rural areas”: Canada, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Malawi, 
Namibia and South Africa. Canada provides mobile or 
flexible voting options for voters in special conditions. 

While these are not specifically targeted at women, they 
benefit broader participation of women in particular. 
Specifically, Elections Canada makes mobile stations 
available to all voters in need. This, however, is not spe-
cifically aimed at women. Women temporarily residing 
in women’s shelters may register to vote by special ballot 
without disclosing the address of the shelter.195

Given the cost of mobile polling, in some cases, the EMB 
will need to consider whether using mobile polling sta-
tions will address the challenges that women may face 
in accessing the polling station, particularly in rural or 
remote areas. Measures may need to be taken to pro-
vide voters with the privacy to make their own choice 
and cast a secret vote. The same considerations apply to 
other forms of remote voting – such as voting by post or 
by Internet – that are used in some countries.

Regulations for displaced peoples
It is estimated that three quarters of displaced people in 
conflict situations are women. After a natural disaster, 
at least half of the displaced people are likely to be 
women.196 Thus, the issue of refugees and internally dis-
placed peoples are also important gender issues. The 
United Nations ‘Guiding Principles on Internal Dis-
placement’ include the right of the internally displaced 
to vote and to have access to the means necessary to exer-
cise this right. Provisions for absentee voting are often 
central to ensuring that internally displaced people 
can vote, either for the area where they normally live or 
where they are currently living. For some large refugee 
populations, facilitating the provision of out-of-country 
voting can be a key element of a peace process and a 
condition of any political resolution. Clear information 
should be provided in appropriate languages. Security 
of the voting centre and its location related to sensitive 
conflict areas is also important in encouraging inter-
nally displaced people to vote.

11.3.  gender-targeted measures  
to facilitate women’s polling 

CEDAW encourages the use of temporary special mea-
sures until such a time that women achieve de facto 
equality. In some countries, this could mean that the 
provision of separate voting centres and facilities for 
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voting is required to ensure full equality of access to 
a secret vote for the entire electorate. In such cases, 
the provision of such separate facilities would not be 
discriminatory, but would be considered enabling for 
equal suffrage.

Women-only voting centres or rooms may be useful, 
depending on the context. In some countries where 
family or enforced proxy voting is a problem, the use 
of female voting rooms may inhibit men from casting 
ballots on behalf of a woman. In cultures where women 
do not interact with men who are not relatives, having 
a separate space with women staff for all components 
of the voting process increases access for women voters. 
When women wear a veil and/or gloves and their face 
is checked and/or fingerprints are inked as part of the 
identification process on voting day, having female 
staff and a room where there are only women present 
increases the accessibility of polling. 

Decisions about using women-only voting centres or 
rooms need to weigh the advantages and disadvantages 
of such a choice. Possible disadvantages may include: 
the added cost and complication involved; whether 
segregated stations are effective; and whether wom-
en-only polling stations are subject to distinct types of 
fraud and/or violence. Some research has suggested 
they may create more vulnerability for women in some 
countries. In some contexts, women-only polling sta-
tions are unlikely to open at all on election day, thereby 
disenfranchising all women registered to vote at these 
locations, and so robust protection measures may be 
needed. Such policies should be carefully considered 
for each context before being introduced. If the deci-
sion to use separate polling stations is made, it should 
be taken early in the planning stage to allow time to 
find enough suitable locations, female staff and related 
budgets. A change to the law may be needed to allow for 
separate male and female voting places.

In the EMB survey, five of the 35 countries (14 percent) 
said that they had provided “women-only polling teams 
and stations”: Afghanistan, Egypt, Lebanon, Mozam-
bique and Pakistan. 

some examples of flexibility 
designed to ensure that displaced 
people can vote are:

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina: To assist internally 
displaced peoples in the first post-conflict 
election, voters were not required to cast their 
ballot at a particular voting centre and a coun-
trywide final voter register was distributed to all 
voting centres.197

•	 Kosovo: In the first post-conflict election, inter-
nally displaced peoples could choose to cast their 
vote in the municipality where they currently lived 
or in their original municipality.198 

•	 Sierra Leone: A special procedure was established 
for ‘transfer voting’, which allowed refugees 
and internally displaced peoples to register in 
one location and vote in another to accommo-
date the timing of the election relative to their 
movement from camps to resettlement.199 
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Women-only queues
In some places, voting centres may be mixed, but women 
and men are asked to stand in separate queues as they 
wait to vote. The primary objective of separate queues 
is to respond to security or cultural norms and to pro-
tect women from contact with men as prohibited by cul-
tural or religious standards. This separation may allow 
women additional time to consider their own choice 
in the vote without pressure. Separate queues may be 
legally mandated within the electoral law, adopted sys-
tematically by the central electoral management body 
or implemented in an ad hoc manner at the discretion 
of the polling station president. 

In the EMB survey, eight of the 35 countries (23 per-
cent) provided “separate queuing arrangements for 
men and women at voting centres”: Afghanistan, 
Egypt, Iraq, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Malawi, Pakistan 
and Tunisia. Another place where women queue sep-
arately is Sierra Leone, where, in many locations, men 
and women formed separate voting lines outside the 
voting centre.207

Priority queues
Often, voters need to queue for some time before they 
can receive their ballot papers and cast their vote. Some 
people will find the long queue to be a hardship, e.g., 
pregnant women, parents with young children, the 
elderly and people with disabilities.

Anything that reduces the length of time that voters 
spend in the queue will make it easier for everyone to 
take part in the election. However, for voters with par-
ticular needs, receiving priority in the queue can be a 
crucial determinant for whether they are able to cast 
their vote. The training and checklist for the staff that 
monitor the queue need to include instructions about 
who is given priority and how it is handled. Some exam-
ples of priority in the queue are:

•	 Nepal: Pregnant women and those with babies 
(amongst others) are given priority in the queue.208

•	 Cameroon: Pregnant women are given preferential 
treatment in the queues.209

•	 Uganda: Mothers and elderly people are given pref-
erence at voting centres.210

some examples of the provision of 
women only polling facilities include:

•	 Bahrain: There is a separate area in each voting 
centre for women.200

•	 Chile: Uses separate voting places for men 
and women. In the few mixed voting centres, 
men and women place their ballot papers into 
separate boxes.201

•	 Egypt: Uses separate voting centres in some 
areas. Separate queues may also be used at 
mixed centres.202

•	 Kuwait: Has segregated voting centres for men 
and women.203

•	 Pakistan: Uses either separate voting centres 
or separate voting rooms in combined voting 
centres. Voting centres designated for women 
are staffed by female personnel. Female polling 
security is also made available.204

•	 Lebanon, Yemen and Jordan: Use separate 
voting stations.205 

•	 Papua New Guinea: Used separate booths 
to ensure the safety of women voters in the 
Highland areas during the 2012 election, after 
piloting it in a by-election.206

•	 Uzbekistan: Special rooms for mothers and 
children and first aid posts are provided at all 
polling stations.
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•	 Timor-Leste: In some voting centres, there is a 
priority queue for nursing mothers and women 
with babies.211

•	 Tanzania: Pregnant women, nursing mothers, 
women with disabilities and elderly women have 
the right to preference and support from electoral 
administrators.212

Illiterate voters
In countries with high illiteracy rates, women are likely 
to make up the majority of those who cannot read. All 
initiatives that promote electoral access for illiterate 
citizens will have a positive impact on women’s partici-
pation. This may include the instructions that are pro-
vided to voters, voter education materials, signposts in 
the voting centre and the use of logos and/or photos as 
well as names on the ballot paper. Planning for polling 
station signage and voting instructions should consider 
disparate literacy levels. Details of the layout, design and 
content of the ballot paper are often specified in the law, 
including how to determine which logo to use for each 
party or candidate or whether to use photographs. In 
all countries, but especially in contexts with low literacy 
(which primarily affects women), there may be a need 
for clear provisions on what to do in case a voter mistak-
enly spoils their ballot before casting it in the ballot box 
and asks for a replacement or ‘second chance’.

Some examples of actions taken to make voting easier 
for those who cannot read are:

•	 Democratic Republic of Congo: Photographs and 
symbols were used on the ballot papers in 2006. 
Because of a large number of candidates in the leg-
islative elections, candidates were informed ahead 
of election day of their number and the page of the 
ballot where their name would appear, so they could 
advise their supporters. Because of high levels of illit-
eracy, the electoral law allowed for some flexibility in 
how the ballot could be marked (including marking 
an “x”, “+”, “ü”, etc.) so long as the ballot demon-
strated a clear choice and did not violate the secrecy 
of the vote or otherwise invalidate the ballot paper. 

•	 Sierra Leone: Ballots contained the political party 
logos to make the process accessible to the approx-
imately 80 percent of voters with limited literacy.213

specialized training and tools for polling staff
Rules, procedures and training may need to be imple-
mented for all staff, especially temporary staff or 
polling station staff who have the most contact with the 
population. While voting centre staff may be trained to 
be gender-sensitive, if actions are not included in their 
role descriptions or checklist, they may be forgotten in 
the business of election day. To make sure that the pro-
cedures are followed, they may need to be incorporated 
into the instructions and checklists and role descrip-
tions. For example, in Nepal, the voting centre mon-
itoring checklist for the polling officers included the 
monitoring of assistance provided to pregnant women 
(amongst others).214

sUMMINg UP:

• Many women around the world still face cultural and logistical obstacles in 
casting their ballots, despite their right to exercise their vote.

• EMBs would do well to ensure that, wherever possible, electoral laws and 
regulations, as well as their own internal processes, do not disenfranchise 
or disadvantage women. 

• EMBs may consider implementing different actions to combat any prac-
tices or obstacles that impede voting, such as setting up polling stations 
in a way that enables all citizens to cast their votes independently and in 
secret, ensuring that voting centres are in locations that women can access 
and establishing, where necessary, women-only polling centres or queues.

© UN Photo/Martine Perret
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Violence against women in elections is an 

increasingly apparent trend that may require a 

concerted response from EMBs, often in partnership 

with other stakeholders including the security sector, 

political parties and CSOs.
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EMBs can play a role in preventing and reducing political violence against 
women in the electoral process. Violence against women in elections (VAWE) 
can be defined as any random or conspiratorial act to discourage, suppress 
or prevent women from exercising their electoral rights as voters, candidates, 
party supporters, election workers, observers, journalists or public officials.215 

Violence against women may be employed to influence 
the process or outcome of elections, such as preventing 
women from winning competitive races for political 
office or discourage women from voting or otherwise 
participating in the electoral cycle. Such acts can be psy-
chological, physical, sexual and/or economic in nature 
and include loss of livelihood, intimidation, physical or 
sexual assault, residential displacement and murder.216 
Acts of VAWE may take place in the context of family, 
community or state, in public or private sphere and 
may be more pronounced in conflict or crisis contexts. 
In any of these contexts, they become acts of political 
violence when they negatively impact women’s political 
participation in an electoral process or in their access 
to electoral justice.217

12.1. Assessing and monitoring vAWE 
In order to determine if and how an EMB may mitigate 
VAWE, a mapping or assessment may be needed. An 
EMB may undertake a mapping or assessment to iden-
tify hotspot areas and design appropriate mitigation 
and monitoring mechanisms. VAWE considerations 
can also be mainstreamed into general electoral secu-
rity assessments and/or VAWE-specific assessment may 
be conducted. International and local organizations 

and CSOs may also be involved in electoral secu-
rity assessments and EMBs may consider using these 
as appropriate.

An innovative approach to identifying VAWE was 
undertaken by the Election Commission of India (ECI), 
which conducts a Vulnerability Mapping (VM) in order 
to identify individuals and areas at risk. It is intended 
to reveal “the susceptibility of any voter or section of 
voters, whether or not living in a geographically identi-
fiable area, to being wrongfully prevented from or influ-
enced upon in relation to the exercise of [his/her] right 
to vote in a free and fair manner, through intimidation 
or use of undue influence or force of any kind on [him/
her].” The mapping is intended to capture and analyse 
patterns of the following datasets:

•	 List of vulnerable houses/families

•	 List of persons to be tracked/prevented from intimi-
dating/wrongly influencing voters

•	 Summary of vulnerability

•	 List of persons causing vulnerability

•	 Identification of vulnerability and action thereon

•	 Report on persons causing vulnerability

Ensuring Safety in 
the Electoral Process12
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The source document survey is then certified by the 
Sector Officer or Sector Magistrate and signed by the 
District Election Officer.218  By identifying vulnerable 
individuals, the survey can obtain information on 
women at risk in the elections and provide the EMB 
necessary information to protect them.

Beyond the initial assessment, EMBs may also initiate 
ongoing monitoring and reporting on VAWE through 
their regional representation. Regional and local EMB 
offices could be called on to identify and report on 
VAWE trends in their areas so that appropriate mea-
sures can be adopted. In Afghanistan, a roundtable 
discussion organized by the EMB Gender Unit rec-
ommended that the EMB create a mechanism to col-
lect and collate details of threats to women candidates 
and voters.219

EMBs may also draw upon collaborative partnerships 
with international or non-governmental organizations 
to enhance risk assessments. For example, International 
IDEA has collaborated with several EMBs, including in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Nepal, Nigeria and Kenya, on 
an Electoral Risk Management Tool. The EMBs have 
adopted the Tool as part of their strategies for pre-
venting electoral violence. The ERM Tool aims to build 
the capacity to understand, analyse, prevent and miti-
gate outbreaks of election-related violence, enabling the 
EMB and other bodies to respond as needed.220 Such 
tools should ensure the inclusion of a gender equality 

perspective and consider the different types of violence 
that women and men may face during elections. 

Partnership may also include working with long-term 
international and/or domestic electoral observation 
missions to collect data on VAWE in order to respond 
to it. In recent years, many organizations have been 
increasingly integrating gender equality consider-
ations into their observation by disaggregating data, 
increasing the use of long-term observers who collect 
data on the political environment, employing dedicated 
gender advisors as part of their observation core teams 
and developing specific guidelines for monitoring wom-
en’s political participation in elections. By actively coor-
dinating with these groups and requesting feedback on 
VAWE observations, EMBs can draw on the resources 
invested by these researchers to improve on their per-
formance during the course of an electoral cycle. 

There is potential for more coordination in this area 
as monitoring tools increase in use and quality. Many 
technology-based solutions are being introduced 
around the world, such as HarassMap (Egypt) and 
WomenUnderSeige (Syria), which use public media and 
crowd-sourced data to record incidents of sexual harass-
ment and gender-based violence. Information and com-
munication technologies (ICTs) can also be vehicles of 
VAWE.222 Therefore, it is important to adapt solutions 
that can respond to virtual threats and attacks against 
women in politics (such as acts of intimidation and def-
amation perpetrated via social media).

Collaborative monitoring mechanism: Women’s situation Room

The Women’s Situation Room (WSR) is a monitoring process that mobilizes women and youth to ensure 
peaceful and democratic electoral processes. WSRs are a tool that aims to mitigate violence in elections 
through the engagement of all electoral stakeholders in peace advocacy, intervention, mediation, coordi-
nation, political analysis, observation and documentation. Liberian women peace leaders introduced the 
concept during the 2011 Liberian presidential and legislative elections. The scheme was replicated in the 
2012 Senegalese elections, in Sierra Leone in preparation for the November 2012 presidential, parliamen-
tary and local elections and was also in the 2013 Kenyan elections. The theme of the WSR “Peace is in 
our Hands” seeks to promote a collective process of consensus-building among the political stakeholders 
and state entities. The main strategies applied by the WSR involve mobilizing women and young people 
to ensure peaceful elections through capacity-building, training of young people and election observers, 
robust media campaigns and advocacy and lobbying.221 
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12.2.  Prevention and mitigation 
measures by the EMB

VAWE impacts women in many roles and the responses 
of EMBs must adapt diverse responses accordingly. 
EMBs may need to identify gender-specific forms and 
threats across all areas of electoral participation and 
may consider proactive steps to address them. This 
includes in the areas of voter registration, candidate 
registration, campaigning and election day and polling 
station practices. It also includes specific actions by the 
EMB during the post-election phase as well as explicit 
leadership by the EMB in this area.223 One study on vio-
lence against women in South Asia identified different 
forms of violence and intimidation spanning the elec-
toral cycle, such as tactics to discredit women as can-
didates, the use of derogatory language and pictures 
against women candidates in local elections  to ridi-
cule them in the general public, procedural errors on 
voter lists, harassment at polling stations and looting of 
ballot boxes.224

voter Registration
At the outset of an electoral process, during the estab-
lishment or update of the voter register, the EMB may 
assess VAWE risks that can inhibit women voters from 
registering. For example, in some contexts where indi-
viduals feel that the public act of voter registration 
puts them at personal risk because of the information 
required, some countries permit ‘anonymous’ voter 
registration (also known as ‘confidential’ or ‘silent’ 
registration). This is most commonly used for cases 
of domestic violence. Silent registration refers to “the 
practice of placing certain individuals on the voters list 
in such a way that their names or other characteristics 
(e.g., addresses) do not appear in any published or cir-
culated version of the voters list”225 (see section 9). The 
EMB may also work to ensure that registration centres 
are secure and that women feel safe going to register in 
places that may be far from where they live. 

Candidate Registration
Likewise, candidate nomination and registration pro-
cedures may be assessed for any potential threats of 
VAWE. In some countries where women’s holding of 
public office is still not the ‘norm’, women aspirants 

and candidates may face potential risks from within 
their party structure or from the outside public. Women 
might be not aware of the timeframe for presenting a 
candidacy or the timeframes might be short (women 
with fewer financial resources, less mobility and restric-
tions on travel may be challenged or face risks where 
registration timeframes are very short). Similarly, the 
administrative requirements for a candidate dossier 
and the geographic placement/office hours of the 
receiving office can be a source of conflict and secu-
rity concerns for women aspiring to office. For example, 
a woman aspirant in a conservative society may face 
intimidation from her family or her community when 
confronted with the requirements to quickly raise a sig-
nificant candidate fee or if travel to present her candi-
dacy at a distant EMB office is needed (if women are 
unable to travel alone).226 EMBs can help to eliminate 
such barriers.

EMBs may also provide incentives to parties that 
commit to women’s empowerment and take a strong 
position against VAWE and sanction violators. For 
example, in Liberia, the National Election Commis-
sion worked with political parties on a code of conduct. 
One of the aims was to avoid “the marginalisation of 
women through violence, intimidation and fraud”. Par-
ties agreed to “the principle of non-discrimination, not 
to use abusive language, and not to agitate on the basis 
of sex and gender”.227

Campaign Period
In some countries, an estimated three quarters of acts 
of VAWE are directed against women candidates or 
political party supporters during political campaigning 
before elections.228 Responses to address violence 
against women active in politics may include targeting 
flashpoints for violence within the internal structure of 
political parties. In addition to those actions to miti-
gate electoral violence in general, EMBs may consider 
different targeted actions to reduce the occurrence 
of VAWE during the campaign period. For example, 
EMBs may consider introducing a zero-tolerance policy 
towards perpetrators of VAWE, including taking strong 
and prompt action against any party or individual that 
seeks to forcibly prevent a woman from contesting an 
election on the basis of her sex. Actions may include 



Inclusive Electoral Processes84

taking firm responses to incidents of violence and estab-
lishing special units with parties to promote women’s 
participation and review for VAWE and the documenta-
tion of acts of VAWE associated with parties.

EMBs are often best placed to recognize violations and 
may thus refer cases to appropriate security and jus-
tice authorities and/or provide evidence in cases. In 
non-criminal instances where the EMB has an enforce-
ment capacity, they may impose direct sanctions. These 
may reflect sanctions imposed in cases of non-respect of 
gender quotas, such as financial penalties, censure and 
written/verbal sanction,229 incomplete nomination doc-
umentation or incomplete number of endorsements or 
signatures required to register.

EMBs may also introduce and enforce campaign 
finance rules that promote even access to politics and 
de-politicize contentious aspects of money in poli-
tics. Studies of campaign finance have revealed that 
“women potentially face greater psychological barriers 
than men in asking for money for their personal use”230 
and they may also face resistance or threats at home 
in seeking funding for their political campaigns. These 
are exacerbated by tight fundraising deadlines. Within 
parties, competition for limited funding may also 
create friction and intimidation. EMBs may consider 
addressing these issues in a number of ways, including 
recommending the establishment of nomination fees 
at accessible rates and/or offering incentives such as 
fee waivers or reductions for women candidates. EMBs 
can also work with the media to promote transparency 
and gender-sensitivity in the electoral process during 
the lead-up to elections, especially in the coverage of 
women candidates. 

A number of international organizations are working 
with media to promote gender-sensitive reporting. For 
example, in Jordan in 2013, a workshop was conducted 
by the Jordan Media Institute (JMI) in partnership 
with UNESCO on gender-sensitive reporting on elec-
tions. International IDEA and UN Women developed 
the publication ‘Election Coverage from a Gender Per-
spective: A Media Monitoring Manual’ in 2011, which 
identifies how monitoring gender variables in media cov-
erage of elections may inform the work of the EMB.231 

The media’s role in preventing and reporting VAWE 
may be integrated into other elections trainings, such 
as the BRIDGE training programme for electoral 
administrators. 

EMBs may also coordinate with civil society organiza-
tions to educate the population about the nature of 
VAWE and how to prevent it, especially at the commu-
nity level. This may be performed as part of an EMB’s 
ongoing civic and voter education programmes. Civic 
education may include general sensitization to the issue 
of women in politics or it may also be directed specifi-
cally to the issue of VAWE – through, for example, the 
use of posters or radio clips explaining that threats 
or violence in the home to prevent or coerce a wife or 
daughter violates their political rights.

Election Day
In some contexts, EMBs may have a far-reaching impact 
on VAWE on election day itself. Operational decisions 
including the location, staffing and layout of polling sta-
tions can impact the perception of VAWE risks. Some 
studies show that women voters are more likely to be 
victims of polling day intimidation than men and that 
violence against women voters occurs most frequently 
in rural settings.232 Polling station placement may 
need to be especially sensitive in these areas, notably 
avoiding polling stations that require extensive travel 
through recognized danger-zones or in locations 
known to be politically sensitive due to ethnic or reli-
gious associations. 

The training and guidance provided to poll workers 
and security forces can protect vulnerable populations 
against specific threats or deepen a climate of insecu-
rity and manipulation for voters. Training of security 
forces can be particularly important to prevent and mit-
igate violence that may occur at the polling station on 
election day. Educating EMB staff across all levels of 
the organization to understand the distinct forms and 
manifestations of VAWE may be necessary to ensure 
that incidents are addressed by the first-line responders. 
Attention may also need to be directed to ensure that 
poll workers don’t inadvertently condone VAWE or even 
directly commit VAWE themselves. 
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EMBs may also consider urging women to act as political 
party agents in polling stations, especially women-only 
stations. They may encourage civil society monitoring 
groups to include gender issues as part of their obser-
vation and/or provide accreditations to organizations 
dedicated specifically to gender monitoring on election 
day and ensure that women take part as observers.

Post-Election Period
In addition to the above concerns before and during 
elections, the EMB may also have a role to play in pre-
venting and mitigating VAWE during the post-election 
period. EMBs and other bodies may investigate and 
prosecute violators in acts of VAWE to the full extent 
possible in their mandate. They may consider mon-
itoring for violence, collect evidence and document 
the situation. As in other areas of electoral disputes, 
although formal litigation is managed by the court 
system, the EMB can have significant leverage in con-
flict management and electoral justice. EMBs may also 
use the post-electoral period to review performance in 
this area and plan for future improvements.

EMB leadership
Finally, EMBs can demonstrate leadership on the issue 
of women’s participation by ensuring gender main-
streaming in their internal staffing and by upholding 
its policies on violence, intimidation or harassment, 
where such policies exist. If these do not exist, EMBs 
can adopt codes of conduct that identify specific issues 
relating to harassment and violence against women 
employed by the EMB. 

In Bolivia, the Law against Harassment and 
Gender-based Political Violence (Law No. 243 of 2012) 
establishes mechanisms for the prevention, treatment 
and punishment of individual or collective acts of 
harassment and/or of political violence against women 
in order to guarantee women the full exercise of their 
political rights (Article 2). It defines ‘political harass-
ment’ and ‘political violence’; protects all elected or 
appointed women candidates in the exercise of their 
public-political function (Article 5); and requires the 
authorities and/or public servants of the electoral body 
who are aware of acts of harassment and political vio-
lence to submit all information to the Public Prosecutor 
(Article 26).

In addition to strong and progressive internal regula-
tions and codes of conduct, designated Gender Advi-
sors and/or Gender Units within an EMB can make 
important contributions to education, prevention and 
response activities. Likewise, the EMB may ensure ade-
quate training for temporary polling staff who are often 
best positioned to prevent many of the threats of vio-
lence or intimidation against voters. Various other inter-
ventions for mitigating VAWE are beyond the scope of 
this Guide. As political parties are the most common 
perpetrators of violence against women in elections, 
they have a key role to play in reducing and preventing 
this type of violence.234

12.3. security sector coordination
EMBs are important supporting actors in devel-
oping security responses to VAWE, with the respon-
sibility to coordinate with the responsible security 
forces to ensure safe conduct of elections for all elec-
toral stakeholders.235 These stakeholders include poll 

Example of EMB involvement in 
conflict mitigation in Zambia:
The Electoral Commission of Zambia (ECZ) is 
empowered to establish Conflict Management 
Committees employed to address electoral 
complaints and issues. The National Conflict 
Management Committee (NCMC) is composed 
of representatives from 24 different state and 
non-state stakeholder organizations including 
police, the drug enforcement agency and the 
anti-corruption commission, as well as politi-
cal parties and civil society organizations. Its 
leadership is appointed by the ECZ. The NCMC 
and its affiliated District Conflict Management 
Committees can be forums to hear complaints by 
women candidates and voters. The Committees 
have the authority to impose penalties if violations 
are determined to have occurred.233
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workers, candidates and voters. EMBs can advise and 
lead gender-sensitive risk assessment and planning 
for election day, which may include planning for sce-
narios where police are required to intervene in sensi-
tive situations. For example, in Afghanistan, the EMB 
identified the necessity of body searches at polling sta-
tions and gender-sensitive security planning became a 
critical issue. The shortage of female poll workers to 
conduct these searches on women voters was resolved 
through the support of UNDP and coordination among 
the EMB, the provincial governors and the Ministry of 

the Interior, which recruited and deployed over 11,000 
female agents to conduct body searches for women on 
election day in 2010.236 In Kyrgyzstan in 2010, UNDP 
worked with the Central Elections Committee to create 
a space for dialogue and partnerships between civil 
society, law enforcement agencies and the electoral 
commission, which contributed to the prevention of 
electoral violence.237 In Niger in 2010, UNDP facilitated 
training and sensitization of national security forces by 
focusing on gender and election protection issues and 
gender-based violence during voting.238

sUMMINg UP:

• VAWE impacts women in many roles and EMBs should 
be aware of the gender-specific threats across all 
areas of electoral participation, including in the areas 
of voter registration, candidate registration, candidate 
campaigning and voters on election day.

• Violence against women in elections is an increasingly 
apparent trend that requires a concerted response from 
EMBs, often in partnership with other stakeholders, 
including the security sector, political parties and CSOs. 

• Some good practices in monitoring and analysing 
patterns in the incidence of violence against women are 
evident, including through civil society based initiatives.

• EMBs can act to mitigate VAWE on election day itself. 
Operational decisions, including the location, staffing 
and layout of polling stations, impact the perception 
of VAWE risks. Women voters are significantly more 
likely to be victims of polling day violence than men and 
violence against women voters occurs most frequently in 
rural settings.

© Gabrielle Bardall
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EMBs must ensure that all stakeholders not only abide by the electoral rules, but 
also that there is an environment conducive to the exchange of political views 
and policy platforms. A good practice in facilitating that environment is to work 
with a variety of partners and stakeholders, including political parties, the media 
and civil society organizations.

Much of the campaign material that voters see comes 
from the media and from the contesting political par-
ties and candidates. This is oftentimes male-dominated, 
with many more men than women amongst candidates, 
party leaders, journalists and news presenters. Coverage 
of the election can make the process appear to be an 
exclusively male activity. While EMBs have varying 
levels of control in regulating the media and the cam-
paigns run by the contestants, they may be able to use 
their influence as a respected and politically indepen-
dent institution to promote gender balance in this area. 
In some cases, EMBs have a role in regulating the media 
during an election or a separate media regulator may 
be established.

Using examples of what has been done and results from 
the EMB survey, the following section outlines the part-
nerships that have been developed by EMBs with polit-
ical parties, the media and civil society organizations.

13.1. Working with political parties
Electoral management bodies have a number of chan-
nels for influencing political party behaviour in this 
area that do not compromise an EMB’s independence 
or political neutrality. Where an EMB has a role in reg-
istering political parties or candidates or in overseeing 
their public funding, it will have established communi-
cations with the party secretariats that they can use to 

encourage good behaviour. Establishing a code of con-
duct for political parties has been used in some cases to 
ensure gender sensitivity in the campaign:

•	 In Nepal, the political party code of conduct includes 
a clause that electoral campaigns should not promote 
hate against anyone based on gender (amongst other 
personal factors). This clause is important because 
character assassination has been a common part 
of electoral campaigns, especially against women 
candidates.239

•	 In Liberia, the National Election Commission worked 
with political parties on a code of conduct. One of 
the aims was to avoid “the marginalisation of women 
through violence, intimidation and fraud”. Parties 
agreed to “the principle of non-discrimination, not 
to use abusive language, not to agitate on the basis of 
sex and gender”.240

EMBs may also set the framework for the registration 
of political parties and the conditions that parties must 
adhere to in order to be and stay registered. If this is the 
case, the EMB could consider implementing a require-
ment that parties refrain from hate speech or the den-
igration of women in their campaign activities. Parties 
that do not meet this standard could face sanctions, 
such as de-registration or other penalties, where the 
EMB oversees registration.

Working with  
Electoral Stakeholders13
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The EMB may also be responsible for implementing 
sanctions against political parties where they do not 
comply with the law; an example would be the applica-
tion of sanctions to political parties for their failure to 
meet candidate registration criteria, such as a reduction 
in public funding (see section 10). Although many of 
these sanctions have their basis in the legal framework, 
in many countries the task of monitoring, documenting 
and prosecuting violations of the law falls on the EMB. 
The EMB must therefore promote compliance with the 
laws by ensuring that political parties are adequately 
informed of their obligations in this area.

Some EMBs have outreach and the provision of infor-
mation to political parties and candidates as part of 
their mandates. This form of support can play a vital 
role in encouraging female candidates to participate 
and providing them necessary information to do so. 
For example:

•	 In Afghanistan, the IEC organizes a monthly gender 
and elections meeting which is attended by gov-
ernment and non-government stakeholders. It has 
been an effective forum to exchange information 
and coordinate efforts among various stakehold-
ers, including women candidates and electoral staff 
and observers.241

•	 In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the CENI 
implemented a coordination unit and dialogue 
framework for women politicians and candidates. 
Through regular exchanges of information and 
sharing concerns of candidates, the CENI sought 
to promote levels of understanding of electoral 
procedures. The CENI also provides training oppor-
tunities for women candidates via its gender unit.242

The EMB may also work with political parties on 
non-campaign issues. The EMB could consult polit-
ical parties when conducting a gender audit and when 
undertaking post-election analysis. In many cases, par-
ties can bring additional evidence to such discussions 
and assist in identifying solutions where women’s par-
ticipation is minimised or threatened. The EMB can 
also remind parties of the importance of women’s rep-
resentation in party structures, not just as candidates 
for election.

EMBs play a vital role in promoting women’s empow-
erment through their internal staffing practices and 
through the actions that they take to ensure women’s 
access to the electoral process and also as advocates for 
gender equality in broader areas of political participa-
tion and public debate. These areas include promoting 
national dialogue, informing women candidates of 
key information on the electoral process and offering 
broader information to political parties on gender 
inequalities.

In countries where women’s political participation 
is limited, the EMB and its partners may play an 
important role in bringing the issue to the forefront in 
the national debate. They may do so through their own 
direct initiatives or by bringing together political par-
ties with other groups, including government depart-
ment, the parliament and civic advocacy groups. This 
form of leadership is especially significant during times 
of legislative reform. For example:

•	 In Albania, UNDP and UN Women have provided 
support to engage parties in discussions about 
amendments to the law, specifically, the introduc-
tion of the 30-percent quota for women.243 In 2013, 
the CEC and partners engaged in a series of round-
table discussions with electoral stakeholders to 
improve the mechanisms for the compliance with 
gender representation in elected bodies. By exam-
ining the tendency of political parties to bypass the 
quota law, the CEC identified vulnerabilities in the 
current system to address in the forthcoming elec-
toral reform agenda.244

•	 In Cambodia in 2011, UNDP facilitated seven high-
level dialogues among political parties, the National 
Election Committee and the Ministry of Interior. 
These dialogues provided noticeable impact on the 
improvement of the electoral reform in Cambodia, 
which included reforms benefiting women’s partic-
ipation such as the amendment of electoral law to 
extend the voter registration period from 30 to 45 
days prior to the 2012 commune council elections 
and an extension of the validity of the expired ID 
card until end of December 2013.245
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13.2. Working with the media
Media organizations and journalists play an important 
role during the election period by providing informa-
tion for voters and shaping public opinion. Ensuring that 
the media have full and accurate information regarding 
the electoral process is essential to ensuring that voters 
have the necessary information to participate and are 
not confused or disenfranchised by incorrect informa-
tion. While EMBs need to ensure that they maintain 
political neutrality, a good press pack and briefings for 
the media on the importance of encouraging women to 
vote can generate much useful coverage.

Electoral management bodies can use a variety of com-
munication channels to make media organizations 
aware of gender issues in the election and to encourage 
the media to join the project of encouraging women 
to participate. In particular, media may benefit from 
gender-awareness training. The objectives of such train-
ings include promoting gender awareness and skills of 
the media, helping the media to understand how gender 
equality is integral to citizenship, democracy and 
freedom of expression, identifying key gender issues 
in the elections and assisting the media in thinking 
through the gender dimensions of their election cov-
erage.250 Furthermore, the safety of journalists covering 
elections is equally important to ensure that women and 
men journalists, either based locally or abroad, are able 
to work safely and without harassment during election 
time, in line with the ‘UN Plan of Action on the Safety 
of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity’.251

Examples of working with the media 
to promote women’s participation 
and provide gender-sensitive 
content include:

•	 In Armenia in 2009, gender sensitization 
trainings were offered to journalists to enhance 
their capacity to better present gender-related 
issues and combat gender stereotypes in media. 
In a complementary activity, UNDP supported 
publication of the textbook ‘Gender and 
Journalism’ for university students and lecturers.

•	 In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the President of 
the Central Electoral Commission liaised with 
broadcasters about male-dominated election 
debates and called on them to include women 
in the candidate debates on television.246

•	 Nepal: The media code of conduct prohibits 
reporting that could potentially cause “adverse 
effects upon the principles of gender equality 
and social inclusion”, including reporting that 
uses discriminatory language and messages 
likely to provoke violence.247 It also calls on the 
media to actively encourage women (and other 
marginalized groups) to participate in the 
election.248

•	 Papua New Guinea: UN Women organized a 
BRIDGE training on gender and elections for 
the media ahead of the 2012 general elections.

•	 Yemen: The EC-UNDP Joint Election Assistance 
Project, working with civil society organizations, 
ran a training programme on gender-respon-
sive reporting for 16 journalists. The training 
covered relevant legislation, stereotyping of 
women in the media and the importance of 
women’s political participation. 249

•	 In Angola, Botswana, Mauritius, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Namibia and South Africa, 
national workshops and trainings were 
convened on ‘Gender, Elections and Media’ for 
media practitioners, organized with a regional 
NGO, Gender Links.
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13.3. Working with Csos
It is common in most countries for a variety of civil 
society organizations to be engaged in issues related to 
elections. Many CSOs actively promote women’s partic-
ipation, and can be key allies and partners for an EMB 
that is working towards equal participation of women in 
the electoral process.

outreach
Many CSOs engage in voter information and education 
efforts. While this is more fully discussed in section 14, 
CSOs offer the opportunity for providing information 
campaigns that can be more targeted than those imple-
mented by an EMB. CSOs can be an excellent conduit 
to share civic and voter education materials because 
of their reach, especially in remote communities. For 
example, a CSO that is purely focused on women from 
minority groups is likely to find it easier to reach such 
women with voter information messages than an EMB. 
CSOs may complement the efforts of EMBs to deliver 
face-to-face or in-person sessions that are an effective 
method for most learners. While an EMB cannot pro-
vide face-to-face educational sessions for the entire elec-
torate, targeted sessions for specific populations can be 
highly effective when working with CSO partners, espe-
cially in areas where there are low voter registration or 
turnout rates among women voters.

Providing gender expertise
CSOs that specialize in gender equality can bring this 
expertise to bear on the electoral process, providing 
advice, assistance and access to networks that EMBs may 
not have themselves. An EMB engaging in gender audit 
exercises and post-election reviews may find it benefi-
cial to do so with civil society partners. CSOs offer per-
spectives on electoral arrangements that an EMB, being 
fully consumed by them, may not see, as well as being 
able to harness the experiences of women from diverse 
backgrounds and levels of political literacy.

CSOs can also look into some of the political elements 
of women’s participation in elections that would not 
be appropriate lines of enquiry for an EMB, such as 
how party policies will affect women and how candi-
date recruitment works for women. CSOs may also be 
involved in domestic observation of the electoral pro-
cess or in violence monitoring programmes and their 
findings may provide useful recommendations to 
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sUMMINg UP:

• EMBs must ensure that stakeholders abide by 
electoral rules and that there is an environment 
conducive to the exchange of political views. A 
good practice in facilitating that environment 
is to work with a variety of partners and stake-
holders, including political parties, the media 
and civil society organizations.

• EMBs may also work to bring a range of stake-
holders together, such as by holding joint 
information sessions with political parties, CSOs 
and relevant government departments.

• Electoral management bodies may sensitize 
media organizations to increase awareness of 
gender issues in the election.

• Working with civil society has also helped in 
reaching out to, and engaging, wider networks 
of women and in bringing gender expertise to 
the attention of EMB staff.

© Julie Ballington

EMBs. For example, in South Africa, the Electoral Com-
mission collaborates and partners with women’s groups 
and civil society organizations, such as the gender 
media watchdog Genderlinks. The latter collect data 
on candidate lists, analyse media coverage of women 
and party manifestos, run workshops for women can-
didates or aspirant candidates and publicly give feed-
back and affirmation where deserved or criticism where 
women are being disadvantaged. In another example, 
in Burundi in 2010, several NGOs collaborated on an 
election violence monitoring programme, Amatora Mu 
Mahoro. The project’s sex-disaggregated data on election 
violence provided the first insight into the forms of elec-
tion violence most often faced by Burundian women.252

Lastly, CSOs can offer valuable information and feed-
back to the EMB on gender equality considerations 
related to election planning, logistics and operations. 

The EMB could invite CSOs to provide feedback on key 
stages in the electoral process, such as voter registra-
tion and polling day arrangements or on the design of 
voter outreach materials. For example, in Tunisia, as a 
way of coordinating with women’s organizations, the 
Board of Elections (ISIE), with UNDP support, con-
vened a meeting of civil society organizations in July 
2011 as a way for ISIE to review the content of voter 
education materials developed by civil society and 
to develop a common platform for civic education. 
Twenty-one associations and three networks were rep-
resented and discussions focused on messaging around 
equality, the right to vote and secrecy of the ballot. The 
participants recognized the critical role played by the 
non-governmental sector in complementing ISIE’s voter 
and civic education programmes.253
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Specific messaging may be required to encourage 

women to participate – as candidates and voters 

– and to clarify that they can choose how they cast 

their own vote.
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In addition to organizing the logistics of an election, EMBs are often entrusted 
with the task of explaining the electoral process to the electorate from an 
impartial perspective. Their role is not to explain or defend the policies, 
manifestos or platforms of the various political parties and independent 
candidates, but rather to educate the population on how to enrol, how 
to cast a ballot correctly and why it is important to participate in this 
democratic process. 

This educative process, known as voter outreach, can be 
divided into two main types:254

•	 Voter education typically addresses voters’ moti-
vation and preparedness to participate fully in 
elections. It includes voter information outreach, 
which provides basic information enabling qualified 
citizens to vote, including the date, time and place of 
voting, the type of election, ID documents necessary 
to establish eligibility, registration requirements and 
how to vote.

•	 Civic education deals with broader concepts under-
pinning a democratic society such as the respective 
roles and responsibilities of citizens, government, 
political and special interests, the mass media, and 
the business and non-profit sectors, as well as the sig-
nificance of periodic and competitive elections. It 
should ideally be undertaken on an ongoing basis or 
over the long term.

While voter outreach programmes are generally deliv-
ered to all potential voters, increasingly, targeted pro-
grammes are being designed and delivered in many 
countries to particular groups such as women youth 
and indigenous peoples.

Planning and design of all outreach will take place 
during the pre-election period or, in some cases, during 
the period between elections, especially if voter regis-
ters are to be updated. Information about how to take 
part in a particular process such as registering to vote 
or changing voter registration should be concentrated 
in the weeks before the event. On the other hand, edu-
cation designed to provide broader civic education 
information should be delivered over a longer period, 
usually between elections.

This section highlights good practices among EMBs in 
delivering voter outreach programmes that promote 
women’s participation. This can begin with a strategy 
or overall communications policy, identifying the key 
messages that need to be consistently relayed and tar-
geting relevant interventions to specific groups, such as 
women, youth and men.

14.1. outreach strategy and policy
The organizational goals or strategic plan of the EMB 
may lay out the broad objectives of the organization’s 
voter outreach programme. More detailed planning 
objectives may also be stipulated in a communication 
or outreach policy. When multiple information or 

Voter outreach14
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education campaigns are planned – for instance, on 
how to register or how to vote or encouraging specific 
sectors, like women or youth, to participate,– then a 
good practice may be to create an overall communica-
tion strategy to ensure that the different campaigns are 
complementary.

stakeholder partnerships
Civil society organizations, political parties and the 
media are likely to play a part in delivering all types of 
voter outreach. Many of these groups have good access 

to women and to communities across the country. EMBs 
can work closely with these organizations to ensure that 
the correct messages are being passed on. An overall 
voter outreach plan is also good practice when working 
with CSOs to deliver the programme because it serves 
as a master plan and a mapping tool of all activities, 
their content, geographic coverage and how they relate 
to each other.

CSOs may use materials created by the electoral manage-
ment body or create educational material themselves in 
close coordination with the EMB. In some cases where 

some examples of plans and policies 
that include voter outreach targeting 
women include:

•	 Malawi: Long-term planning for the 2009 election 
included a civic and voter education programme 
between elections to ensure that voters were well-in-
formed and motivated to participate meaningfully 
in elections. The goal was to build a culture of 
support for the principles and practices of demo-
cratic elections. Two of the objectives identified 
women and young women as particular targets.255

•	 Nepal: The Voter Education Policy 2007 and 2013 
specified that the “designing of the voter education 
should consider targeting marginalized groups” 
and included a number of provisions for gender 
equality and social inclusion such as to design and 
deliver customized messages according to the type 
of audience in the voter education programme and 
to recruit a diverse workforce to enhance gender 
and social responsiveness of the programme.256 The 
ECN has given particular importance to the voter 
education activities focused on women’s participa-
tion and information. Following these efforts, the 
participation of women as voters in the 2013 elec-
tions was high.

•	 Pakistan: The Action Plan related to education 
includes the conduct of a baseline survey to “deter-
mine participation rates” including of women 
and to discover “factors influencing participation 
and knowledge about the electoral process”. The 
results will be used in creating the voter education 
strategy.257

•	 South Africa: The civic and voter education policy 
leading up to the 2009 election took a targeted 
approach to ensure that groups who are often 
missed in general education programmes were 
reached. Women were one of the target groups.258

•	 Tunisia: The EMB focused heavily on mainstream-
ing gender into their external outreach processes 
that targeted greater civic engagement in the elec-
tions with a distinct gender equality perspective. 
The primary goal was to increase access to informa-
tion from CSOs on the procedures decided by the 
ISIE, harmonizing the content of awareness-rais-
ing tools and ensuring their compliance with 
the procedures decided by the ISIE and, finally, 
raising the awareness of CSOs about their roles in 
informing voters.259

•	 Timor-Leste: The EMBs organize and conduct 
comprehensive and extensive voter education, civic 
education and outreach campaigns focused on 
women participation, information and education.260
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skilled civil society groups specialize in grassroots edu-
cation, the EMB may work jointly to design materials 
or adopt materials developed by a CSO. Offering to 
check the accuracy of materials created by other orga-
nizations and sharing key graphics and descriptions can 
help to ensure that voters are provided with consistent, 
accurate information.

In the EMB Survey, 27 of the 35 (77 percent) respon-
dents stated that they had provided “awareness cam-
paigns with civil society organisations”: Afghanistan, 
Armenia, Belarus, Benin, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Canada, Central African Republic, Costa Rica, Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Iraq, 
Kazakhstan, Lebanon, Madagascar, Malawi, Maldives, 
Moldova, Mozambique, Namibia, the State of Palestine, 
Pakistan, Republic of Congo, South Africa, Tanzania 
and Uganda.

14.2. Messaging
An effective voter outreach campaign has a very clear 
message that is delivered consistently in a number of 
different ways. During the election period, voter infor-
mation messages need to explain how to vote and 
encourage voters to turn out and vote. In the period 
between elections, outreach messages can focus on 
broader messages about democracy and the importance 
of taking part as voters and candidates and promote the 
political participation of women.

When creating voter outreach materials, attention 
should be paid to avoiding subliminal messaging. For 
instance, a poster showing only male voters may give a 
message that only men vote. Outreach materials should 
show women of all ages participating in every task 
and in every role – as registration and polling staff, as 
observers and security forces, as registration applicants 
and as voters. If poorly designed, images intended to 
show security around polling stations may discourage 
voters who fear violence instead of relaying a message 
of security. Overly complex slogans that use sophisti-
cated language may alienate voters by making the pro-
cess seem too complicated, rather than encouraging 
broad participation. Voter education in multi-lingual 
and multi-cultural societies should reflect national 

diversities and not discourage participation of a specific 
group. To avoid conveying unintended messages, the 
language and images used in voter outreach are often 
tested through pilot sessions and revised before being 
launched to national audiences.

With respect to gender equality, there are two very 
important messages to be communicated: first, that 
women have the right to vote and stand for election and 
that their participation often needs to be encouraged; 
and second, that the ballot is secret – no one else needs 
to know how an individual’s vote has been cast.

Women’s right to participate
Encouraging the participation of women and of all cit-
izens is an important message in all contexts. In many 
established democracies, participation rates in elec-
tions are in decline and many electoral management 
bodies are running voter awareness programmes to 
encourage participation. In newer democracies, cer-
tain groups may need to be reminded that they can take 
part or need to be encouraged to have their say. In all 
contexts, campaign messages can be designed to appeal 
specifically to women. Some examples of EMB and CSO 
initiatives include:

•	 Benin: The EMB employed rousing messages 
designed to energize women’s participation, 
including: “Women in Parliament! Women in the 
Communal Councils! Stand up, Women of Benin, 
Your Time Has Come! The Nation Needs You!”

•	 Burundi: The ‘Vote and Be Elected’ campaign 
trained almost 260 women to work around the coun-
try and educate other women about registration and 
voting and to support female candidates to develop 
their campaigns.261

•	 Lebanon: The ‘Use Your Voice’ nationwide media 
campaign “aimed at promoting women’s participa-
tion in the electoral process. The campaign featured 
five prominent Lebanese women who appeared 
on television, radio, public transportation, and 
billboard advertisements.” The campaign was orga-
nized by the National Democratic Institute and the 
Lebanese Association for Democratic Elections.262
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•	 Marshall Islands: A local civil society organization, 
Women United Together in The Marshall Islands, 
conducted a voter education project with a particu-
lar focus on the political empowerment of women. 
Workshops covered the concept of democracy and 
representative government as well as details of regis-
tration and the secrecy of the ballot.263

Targeted messaging for women voters has proved effec-
tive in many contexts. In Indonesia, targeted messaging 
informed over 2 million new women voters of their 
rights and responsibilities in 2009 and, in 2011, over 
50 percent of the civic education budget was allocated 
to targeted women’s messaging based on this success. 
In 2009 in Iraq, targeted messaging was considered to 
have helped increase women’s turnout to 45 percent in 
the provincial council elections.

Portraying women in active roles
In outreach messages and images, it is important that 
women be shown in active roles as voters, candidates 
and electoral staff. Subtle details can be important; for 
instance, only showing women standing behind men 
may give the impression that women are following the 
men rather than being active and voting for themselves. 
Some examples of voter outreach that show women in a 
positive, active role are:

•	 Kenya: Voter information posters show a woman 
voter and a woman working in the voting centre. 
Some posters include in the queue of voters a woman 
with a child and women in different forms of local 
dress, including a woman in a veil.264

Images courtesy of the Electoral Commission of Nepal.

Information materials illustrating the voter registration process in Nepal

Original image showing men in an active role and women in a 
passive role

With assistance from UNDP and IFES, the image 
was revised to (a) show women in an active 
role and (b) show a gender balanced team of 
enumerators (one man and one woman) as per the 
ECN guidelines.
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•	 Nepal: With assistance from UNDP and IFES, voter 
outreach materials produced by the ECN show 
women in an active role during the registration 
process. IFES and UNDP have provided support to 
the ECN to ensure that new outreach materials are 
gender-sensitive.

•	 Timor-Leste: In the last four elections held between 
2009 and 2012, dedicated materials and activities 
encouraging women to participate in elections were 
produced. STAE and UNEST have also produced a 
campaign highlighting women as role models.265

secrecy of the vote
Particularly where family voting is common (see sec-
tion 11), it is important both to deliver specific mes-
sages to women and men about the right of women to 

make their own choice when voting and to emphasize 
the right to vote in secret.

In the EMB Survey, 28 of the 35 respondents (80 per-
cent) said that they had provided “education on secrecy 
of ballot and combating family voting”: Afghanistan, 
Armenia, Belarus, Benin, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Canada, Central African Republic, Congo, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, 
Maldives, Moldova, Mozambique, Namibia, the State 
of Palestine, Pakistan, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda 
and Uzbekistan.

Cultural norms may also give rise to certain myths 
used to dissuade women from voting. Where an EMB 
becomes aware of this practice, it is important to counter 
myths with accurate information and to encourage 

some examples of voter outreach aimed 
at cultural change and combating family 
voting include:

•	 Albania: Messages that women have the right to 
vote for the candidate of their choice were deliv-
ered in humorous TV ads that were developed by 
the Central Electoral Commission and the National 
Platform for Women.266 The CEC has taken several 
measures to prevent family voting. There is an 
ongoing need, particularly in rural areas, to raise 
awareness about women’s rights, gender equal-
ity and women’s political rights. Civic and voter 
education campaigns are implemented by CEC in 
media (TV and newspapers) designed with specific 
outreach to women voters.267

•	 Moldova: The CEC aimed to motivate women to 
participate as voters and as candidates in 2011 
local elections by stressing that, at some point 
in history, women were not allowed to vote or be 
elected and that therefore the value of the politi-
cal rights that Moldovan women have should not 
be underestimated. They produced a public service 
announcement that reminded listeners of the 

process of cultural change in other countries: “Did 
you know that New Zealand was the first country in 
the world to give women the right to vote in 1893?” 
and “Did you know that the first woman was elected 
as mayor in 1887 in the USA?”

•	 The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia: 
Confronted family voting with “One voter – 
one vote” and “I have a right to vote” education 
programmes ahead of parliamentary elections. 
These projects, implemented by UNDP, aimed 
to put the issue of family voting on the political 
agenda and to raise voter awareness of the issue.268

•	 South Africa: The Black Sash convened women- 
only workshops, which included discussion of 
“intimidation techniques used by men to influ-
ence women during voting” to help women avoid 
such intimidation.269

•	 Vanuatu: Many women who attended workshops 
said that they “did not realise they could vote inde-
pendently of their husband’s and chief’s direction, 
or that their vote was secret.”270 Voter education was 
developed accordingly.



Inclusive Electoral Processes98

participation. A positive example is highlighted by the 
case of Ghana, where voter information messages dis-
pelled a popular myth about the voting process. Many 
believed that the ability to read and write was a require-
ment to be eligible to register to vote. To dispel this, 
a voter information campaign explicitly clarified that 
the registration team would fill in the form for illiterate 
voters after asking the appropriate questions.271

14.3. Target audiences
Voter outreach can target the voting population at large 
or be tailored to particular groups. When the voter out-
reach programme is delivered to the general popula-
tion, it is important that gender equality considerations 
be mainstreamed into the messages and delivery. In the 
EMB Survey, only half of the respondents said that they 
“mainstream gender in voter information”: Afghan-
istan, Armenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Canada, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Ghana, Iraq, Kazakh-
stan, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Namibia, the State of Palestine, Pakistan, South Africa 
and Tanzania.

When voter outreach is targeted to women, the target 
may be all voting-age women or a subset of women 
defined by location, age or circumstance, such as rural 
women or young women. When tackling particular 
issues – for instance, that women should not vote or that 
family voting is acceptable – then the messages need to 
be targeted at men as well as women. Voter outreach 
may also be used to educate new voters and ‘future’ 
voters by targeting educational institutions. This form 
of outreach may seek to educate first-time voters to their 
rights and responsibilities as voters, explain the process 
or assist in first-time registration. Outreach to youth 
populations seeks to sensitize children and adolescents 
to the basics of democratic participation in order to 
promote their future active participation as voters.

Women as the target audience
When the goal is to encourage women to participate in 
greater numbers, then voter outreach tends to specifi-
cally target women and use messages designed to appeal 
to women. In the EMB Survey, 19 of the 35 respondents 
(54 percent) said that they had provided “voter educa-
tion targeted at women”: Armenia, Benin, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Central African Republic, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ghana, Iraq, Lebanon, 
Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Moldova, Mozambique, 
the State of Palestine, Pakistan, South Africa, Tanzania 
and Uganda. In Papua New Guinea, separate voter 
awareness group discussions for women and men were 
organized ahead of the 2012 election.272

International partners and CSOs have also provided 
outreach targeted to women:

•	 Tanzania: One component of the UNDP voter educa-
tion programme was to encourage women to register, 
using radio, newspaper adverts and a leaflet.273 The 
‘Women and Election 2010’ booklet encouraged 
women to stand as candidates and to vote. The book-
let reminded women that it is their right to choose 
the candidate that they want to vote for. The book-
let also contained details about pregnant women, 
nursing mothers, women with disabilities and elderly 
women having the right to get preference and sup-
port from election administrators in E-day. Messages 
encouraging women to vote were repeated on TV, 
radio, in newspaper and on posters.274

•	 Sudan: To ensure active participation of women in 
the 2010 elections, public awareness programmes 
targeting women as voters and as candidates were 
developed and carried out.  CSO networks part-
nered with UN Women to train women community 
leaders to deliver the gender-specific messaging. A 
women-specific media campaign was established 
through the Ministry of Communication.  In part-
nership with UN-Women, the UNDP election project 
has also supported civic education media campaigns 
targeting prospective voters and encouraging 
women’s candidature.

Women-only classes or sessions can be effective in cer-
tain contexts. Such sessions seek to provide ‘safe space’ 
for women to express their specific concerns and ques-
tions without pressures that may be associated with 
co-ed groups. Using female trainers or facilitators in 
such sessions may contribute to an enabling learning 
environment. In countries where gender-specific voting 
violations are a specific problem, such as high levels of 
family voting or targeted violence against women in 
elections, segregated training sessions may be needed. 
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For example, where family voting occurs, conducting 
women-only discussions and information about the 
right of women to cast their own vote is likely to be more 
effective. Voter outreach sessions delivered to existing 
groups of women, such as volunteer organizations, asso-
ciations and clubs, are a good way to reach many women 
who would not attend separate training sessions. 

Targeting students
In many countries, students are targeted through the 
school curriculum to provide civic and voter education. 
In most countries, young voters are often registered in 
fewer numbers that older voters, and are less likely to 
turnout on election day. Providing voter outreach in 
schools is one way to encourage civic engagement from 
a young age.

Targeting men about women’s participation
In countries where there are cultural or societal bar-
riers to women’s participation, it may be necessary to 
target outreach to men and male community leaders. 
Where family voting is an issue, men may need to be 
made aware of the rights of women to make indepen-
dent political decisions and cast their own vote. In the 
EMB Survey, 13 of the 35 respondents (37 percent) said 
that they had provided gender-sensitive “voter educa-
tion targeted at men”: Afghanistan, Armenia, Benin, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Mad-
agascar, Mozambique, the State of Palestine, Pakistan, 
South Africa, Tanzania and Uganda.

In addition, working with male trainers and focal points 
to transmit these messages can be effective. Some exam-
ples of male-targeted outreach include the following:

•	 Afghanistan: Information on culturally sensitive reg-
istration and voting procedures and messaging that 
women should participate and cast their own vote 
were provided by CSOs to elders and tribal leaders. 
Messages were also delivered in male-only meetings 
with the request that the men take the information 
home to tell the women in their households.278 These 
messages included slogans such as “Brothers: the 
women who vote have the same values as you for the 
future of Afghanistan” and “Women are the citizens of 
this country, they have a right to elect or be elected.”279

Civic education in schools
In the EMB Survey, 22 of the 35 respondents (63 
percent) said that they had provided “civic educa-
tion in schools”: Afghanistan, Armenia, Belarus, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Canada, Central African 
Republic, Costa Rica, Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Ethiopia, Georgia, Ghana, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Malawi, Maldives, Moldova, 
Mozambique, Namibia, the State of Palestine, 
Romania, South Africa and Uganda.

Specific examples include:

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina: Prior to the 2010 
general elections, the Commission introduced 
for the first time civic education at schools 
(around 40 schools were visited as part of a 
programme on raising awareness about the 
importance to vote). The project was done 
in cooperation with the NGO Association of 
Election Officials in BiH.275

•	 Costa Rica: Training takes place in schools, 
colleges and universities. Civic education is 
given not only on the exercise of voting, but 
also about democratic values, active citizenship 
and participation.

•	 Georgia: The goal of a civic education project 
was to “increase students’ awareness about the 
elections, their civic rights and duties as well 
as to support students in conducting the self – 
governmental elections at schools”.276

•	 Ethiopia and South Africa: Civic education 
has been incorporated into the national school 
curriculum.

•	 Timor-Leste: During the 2012 national elec-
tions, the EMBs (supported by UNEST, UNDP 
and UNICEF) developed nationwide campaigns 
targeting youth and first-time voters.277



Inclusive Electoral Processes100

•	 Malawi: The Commission held regular meetings 
with traditional authorities to tell them about the 
civic and voter education aimed at encouraging 
women to vote.280

•	 The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia: The 
Election Commission held a seminar series on the 
issue of family voting with male community leaders 
in advance of elections.281

•	 Yemen: The Ministry of Education and Guidance 
created a guide ‘to advocate women’s political rights’ 
for use by male preachers.282

14.4. Delivery methods
Delivery methods are important in terms of the effec-
tiveness of reaching the target audience, the ease 
with which the audience can understand the mes-
sage and the extent to which that delivery method is 
taken seriously. Literacy is one important consider-
ation, as is access to media. Women remain dispropor-
tionally affected by illiteracy in all parts of the world 
and, in some regions, girls face considerable difficul-
ties acquiring basic reading and writing skills.283 Using 
a range of different delivery methods for the same 
message will have a greater impact than using just one 
delivery method. Delivery methods also differ greatly in 
their cost, including materials and personnel required. 
All of these considerations need to be balanced when 
creating a cohesive outreach plan.

In-person sessions
Face-to-face or in-person sessions are an effective 
method for most learners. While an EMB cannot provide 
face-to-face educational sessions for the entire electorate, 
targeted sessions for specific populations can be highly 
effective. In many countries, CSOs can complement the 
efforts of EMBs, especially in areas where there are low 
voter registration or turnout rates among women voters. 
Such sessions are particularly useful for groups with low 
literacy levels or who have been traditionally marginal-
ized in electoral processes. In most regions of the world, 
women represent a majority of these populations.

Radio and other audio messages
Radio remains one of the most widely accessibly media 
formats in the world and, as such, is a key source of 

public information, especially for those who are illit-
erate. In addition to delivering information, it can also 
generate information through debates and call-in pro-
grammes, where listeners can ask their own questions. 
One of the benefits of radio is that is can be created in 
a range of languages at relatively low cost. Audio clips 
can easily be disseminated via a website at no additional 
cost once the material has been produced.

some examples of the delivery of 
messages using radio are:

•	 Jordan: UNDP supported the establishment 
of a local community radio station in Zarqa 
governorate to be used by youth, people with 
disabilities and women to raise their concerns 
about local issues important to them.

•	 Nepal: During the 2013 national election, 
different media channels such as TV and radio 
spots, newspaper ads, posters and leaflets were 
used to deliver gender-sensitive messages to 
the voters; messages through the mobile phone 
were also included, as were social media such as 
Facebook and Twitter.284

•	 Sierra Leone: The Open Government Initiative 
provided a platform to discuss women’s issues 
and organize radio programmes as well as town 
hall meetings that encouraged the participa-
tion of women and discussed some thematic 
issues from gender specific perspectives.285 
Also, the BBC, local broadcasters and civil soci-
ety organizations created and broadcast voter 
education targeted at women and youth.286

•	 Tanzania: The Tanzania Media Women 
Association and UN Women trained 125 village 
community radio broadcasters and provided 
1,500 solar-powered radios for established 
listening groups. The training allowed local 
groups to record and broadcast their own elec-
tion-related programmes on “topics such as 
‘Women and their participation in elections 
as voters’, ‘Qualities of a good leader’, ‘Why 
you should elect women candidates’, ‘How to 
prevent voter bribery in elections,’ and ‘What 
you need to vote’.”287
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In the EMB Survey, 22 of the 35 respondents (63 per-
cent) said that they had provided “special radio and 
other media campaigns that reach women in rural 
areas”: Afghanistan, Armenia, Benin, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Congo, Costa Rica, Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Egypt, Ghana, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Lebanon, Madagascar, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, 
the State of Palestine, Pakistan, South Africa, Tanzania 
and Uganda.

Mock elections or polling day rehearsal
Many voters, including first-time voters, may be unsure 
of how to mark their ballot papers and what to do in the 
voting centre. In countries where tradition has limited 
women’s participation or where family voting is wide-
spread, women may be unsure about how to vote in an 
election. In these circumstances, conducting mock elec-
tions can provide a hands-on tool to educate women 
about the mechanics of the process. For example, in 
Mali, a television programme aimed at educating young 
people on the electoral process showed a model ballot 
with candidates’ pictures and party logos so that voters 
could familiarize themselves with the ballot before they 
went to the voting centre.288 In South Africa, CSOs used 
voting exercise and rehearsals in their workshops for 
women to dispel fears about the voting process.289

songs, drama and videos
In cultures with an oral tradition, song and theatre 
are a common method for delivering important mes-
sages. Including the message in popular soap operas 
has the same impact. Songs and short video clips are 
also an important way to reach young people through 
new technologies. Some examples of the use of songs 
and drama are:

•	 Lebanon: As part of the annual voter registration 
updates in 2013 and 2014, UNDP and the Ministry 
of Interior produced a short video clip encouraging 
voters to check their data on the voter register and 
to correct any mistakes. The video used humour and 
portrayals of familiar characters to highlight the kind 
of mistakes that could prevent someone from voting. 
Over the space of one month, the clip was widely 
broadcast on TV, radio and shown in cinemas.290 

•	 Nepal: During the 2013 national elections, the ECN 
organized and commissioned 272 thematic street 
dramas focused on women’s participation that were 
performed nationwide.291

•	 South Africa: “A film was created about women in 
rural areas and the problems they face and how to 
organise voter education in those areas.” The film 
was disseminated widely and shown on mobile video 
units in areas that did not have TV access.292

•	 Tunisia: UNDP sponsored the writing and recording 
of a song, Enti Essout (My people, you are the voice), 
where each singer described his or her past and 
present social experience and dreams for a better 
Tunisia. The song became very popular on radio as 
well as online on YouTube.293

Resource centres
Voter information and resource centres, which provide 
information and a venue for training, can be important 
to make the voter education visible and easily accessible. 
Resource centres may be open for the entire local popu-
lation or open to the full population but target specific 
groups such as women. In some cases, such as Timor 
Leste, they may target well-educated users to further 
legislative agendas, but, most often, they provide access 
to information for grassroots populations with other-
wise limited access to civic education.

Some places where resource centres have been estab-
lished include:

•	 Democratic Republic of Congo: IFES has supported 
six democracy resource centres around the country 
for nearly 10 years. They served almost 2,000 users 
per month and the centres offered a variety of lit-
erature and Internet access and organized ongoing 
educational activities. Targeted activities and educa-
tional materials were developed in local languages 
and dialects and designed for use by illiterate pop-
ulations. The centres served as regional bases for 
ongoing grassroots education in remote areas.
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•	 Georgia: Sixteen regional resource centres were cre-
ated to support the involvement of the public in the 
electoral process, to raise the levels of voter education 
and improve the links between the election admin-
istration and stakeholders in the regions. Citizens 
have the opportunity to meet and to use the facility 
for training, networking, discussion and other rele-
vant initiatives. Primary targets are women and the 
young generation of national minorities residing in 
the country. A number of the centres are established 
in targeted geographic zones with high populations 
of ethnic minorities.294

•	 Nepal: UNDP assisted the ECN in establishing an 
Electoral Education and Information Centre (EEIC) 
in its premises as well as a Media Centre. The Cen-
tres support voter education, public outreach, media 
engagement and access to information by the public 
on electoral systems and processes.295

Information Communication Technology
Many other examples of creative approaches to civic 
education exist around the world, including using the 
Internet and information communication technology. 

Taking voter awareness into popular social media sites 
can be effective in some contexts. Where the infrastruc-
ture and access exist, the Internet is a powerful tool to 
reach broad audiences. In Georgia, the CEC encour-
aged direct contact with voters via social networks, web-
based forums and a photo contest. In March 2011, the 
CEC launched the photo contest “Select” to involve the 
young voters in the election administration activities. 
The contest was managed via social network Facebook 
during one month. As a result of the contest, the CEC 
announced two winners and held an exhibition of the 
best 50 photos selected within the contest at its prem-
ises. In Iraq in 2013, social media was widely used by 
IHEC, including by introducing a banner in the local 
version of Yahoo! with election messages that empha-
sized women’s participation.

Information on the EMB website is important and can 
include written material, pictures and audio for down-
load. EMBs may also choose to communicate through 
social media such as Facebook and Twitter. Care should 
be taken, however, that such new channels are comple-
mented by time-tested delivery channels, such as radio.

sUMMINg UP:

• Because the electoral process can be complex and 
overly legalistic, voter outreach and education are 
essential to ensuring that all citizens understand how 
they can participate and why they should.

• Specific messaging may be required to encourage 
women to participate – as candidates and voters –  
and to clarify that they can choose how they cast  
their own vote.

• These messages can be targeted to women 
specifically, but they can also be given to young  
people and to men.

• Delivering these messages may require several 
methods, from mainstream TV, newspaper and radio 
media outlets, to holding women-only focus groups 
and mock elections.

© UN Photo/Eric Kanalstein
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CoNClUsIoN

Electoral management bodies are central actors in promoting women’s electoral 
and political participation. Inclusive EMBs are those that ensure that their own 
internal systems and processes do not discriminate against women and, where 
necessary, institute gender-targeted measures to redress any past discrimination. 
In addition, inclusive EMBs work to promote women’s participation in the electoral 
process by considering the gendered impact of mainstream electoral processes 
such as registration, voting and voter outreach.

EMBs worldwide face some common challenges. Maintaining their independence 
in a highly political environment is a long-standing challenge, but, more recently, 
EMBs have begun to face more gender-specific challenges, such as the availability 
and diffusion of sex-disaggregated data. In some countries, women’s safety and 
security are also pressing concerns for EMBs. Challenges may also be cultural and 
require approaches designed to enable social change and attitudinal shifts. Inclu-
sive electoral management requires EMBs to critically review their current struc-
tures and to address gender mainstreaming in a variety of areas. Gender audits 
and mapping are helpful in identifying areas for improvement. Training is a key 
focus in training all EMB staff on gender sensitivity issues and in ensuring that pro-
fessional capacity-building training is available for women staff members in order 
to support their growth within the organization. 

Despite continuing challenges, electoral management bodies worldwide are 
advancing women’s empowerment in electoral administration and political par-
ticipation. EMBs are often at the forefront of progressive change and always have 
a vital role to play in supporting gender equality in political access and participa-
tion. Their innovations and successes offer insight to building stronger channels 
of opportunity for women voters, candidates and electoral administrators around 
the world.
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Annex A:  List of Electoral Management Bodies  
participating in the EMB Survey

Afghanistan Independent Election Commission of Afghanistan

Armenia Central Elections Commission of the Republic of Armenia

Belarus Central Commission of the Republic of Belarus for Elections and National Referenda

Benin* Independent National Electoral Commission

Bosnia and Herzegovina BiH Central Election Commission

Canada Elections Canada

Central African Republic* UNDP-CAR

Costa Rica Tribunal Supremo de Elecciones

Democratic Republic  
of Congo* UNDP-DRC

Egypt High Electoral Commission (HEC)

Ethiopia* UNDP-Ethiopia

georgia Central Election Commission of Georgia

ghana* The Electoral Commission of Ghana

Iraq IHEC (Independent High Electoral Commission)

Kazakhstan Central Election Commission of the Republic of Kazakhstan

Kyrgyzstan Central Commission on Elections and Referendums (CEC)

lebanon Ministry of Interior & Municipalities

lesotho Independent Electoral Commission of Lesotho

Madagascar Commission Electorale Nationale Independante (CENI)

Malawi Malawi Electoral Commission

Maldives Elections Commission of the Republic of Maldives

Mauritius Electoral Supervisory Commission

Moldova Central Electoral Commission of Moldova

Mozambique Secretariado Técnico de Administração Eleitoral (STAE)

Namibia Electoral Commission of Namibia

state of Palestine Central Elections Commission

Pakistan* Election Commission of Pakistan

Republic of Congo General Direction of Electoral Affairs (DGAE)

Romania Permanent Electoral Authority (PEA) of Romania

south Africa Electoral Commission of South Africa

Tanzania National Electoral Commission of Tanzania

Tunisia Instance Supérieure Indépendante pour les Elections (ISIE)

Uganda Electoral Commission of Uganda

Ukraine Central Election Commission of Ukraine

Uzbekistan Central Election Commission (CEC) of the Republic of Uzbekistan

Note: the surveys were completed in 2011-2012

* The EMB survey was completed by the UNDP country office on behalf of the EMB.
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Form Number 45 
Under	Section	82	Election	Commission	of	Nepal	•	District	Election	Office 

District,	Constituent	No	•	Male/	Female	Voter	turnout	Form

Male Female
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40
41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50
51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60
61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70
71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80
81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89 90 81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89 90
91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 100 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 100

101 102 103 104 105 106 107 108 109 110 101 102 103 104 105 106 107 108 109 110
111 112 113 114 115 116 117 118 119 120 111 112 113 114 115 116 117 118 119 120
121 122 123 124 125 126 127 128 129 130 121 122 123 124 125 126 127 128 129 130
131 132 133 134 135 136 137 138 139 140 131 132 133 134 135 136 137 138 139 140
141 142 143 144 145 146 147 148 149 150 141 142 143 144 145 146 147 148 149 150
151 152 153 154 155 156 157 158 159 160 151 152 153 154 155 156 157 158 159 160
161 162 163 164 165 166 167 168 169 170 161 162 163 164 165 166 167 168 169 170
171 172 173 174 175 176 177 178 179 180 171 172 173 174 175 176 177 178 179 180
181 182 183 184 185 186 187 188 189 190 181 182 183 184 185 186 187 188 189 190
191 192 193 194 195 196 197 198 199 200 191 192 193 194 195 196 197 198 199 200
201 202 203 204 205 206 207 208 209 210 201 202 203 204 205 206 207 208 209 210
211 212 213 214 215 216 217 218 219 220 211 212 213 214 215 216 217 218 219 220
221 222 223 224 225 226 227 228 229 230 221 222 223 224 225 226 227 228 229 230
231 232 233 234 235 236 237 238 239 240 231 232 233 234 235 236 237 238 239 240
241 242 243 244 245 246 247 248 249 250 241 242 243 244 245 246 247 248 249 250
251 252 253 254 255 256 257 258 259 260 251 252 253 254 255 256 257 258 259 260
261 262 263 264 265 266 267 268 269 270 261 262 263 264 265 266 267 268 269 270
271 272 273 274 275 276 277 278 279 280 271 272 273 274 275 276 277 278 279 280
281 282 283 284 285 286 287 288 289 290 281 282 283 284 285 286 287 288 289 290
291 192 293 294 295 296 297 298 299 300 291 192 293 294 295 296 297 298 299 300
301 302 303 304 305 306 307 308 309 310 301 302 303 304 305 306 307 308 309 310
311 312 313 314 315 316 317 318 319 320 311 312 313 314 315 316 317 318 319 320
321 322 323 324 325 326 327 328 329 330 321 322 323 324 325 326 327 328 329 330
331 332 333 334 3335 336 337 338 339 340 331 332 333 334 3335 336 337 338 339 340
341 342 343 344 345 346 347 348 349 350 341 342 343 344 345 346 347 348 349 350
351 352 353 354 355 356 357 358 359 360 351 352 353 354 355 356 357 358 359 360
361 362 363 364 365 366 367 368 369 370 361 362 363 364 365 366 367 368 369 370
371 372 373 374 375 376 377 378 379 380 371 372 373 374 375 376 377 378 379 380
381 382 383 384 385 386 387 388 389 390 381 382 383 384 385 386 387 388 389 390
391 392 393 394 395 396 397 398 399 400 391 392 393 394 395 396 397 398 399 400
401 402 403 404 405 406 407 408 409 410 401 402 403 404 405 406 407 408 409 410
411 412 413 414 415 416 417 418 419 420 411 412 413 414 415 416 417 418 419 420
421 422 423 424 425 426 427 428 429 430 421 422 423 424 425 426 427 428 429 430
431 432 433 434 435 436 437 438 439 440 431 432 433 434 435 436 437 438 439 440
441 442 443 444 445 446 447 448 449 450 441 442 443 444 445 446 447 448 449 450
451 452 453 454 455 456 457 458 459 460 451 452 453 454 455 456 457 458 459 460
461 462 463 464 465 466 467 468 469 470 461 462 463 464 465 466 467 468 469 470
471 472 473 474 475 476 477 478 479 480 471 472 473 474 475 476 477 478 479 480
481 482 483 484 485 486 487 488 489 490 481 482 483 484 485 486 487 488 489 490
491 492 493 494 495 496 497 498 499 500 491 492 493 494 495 496 497 498 499 500

Annex B: Sample Form to Collect Voter Turnout Data in Nepal
Form Number 45, courtesy of the Electoral Commission of Nepal. Polling officials are required to cross through each number as they 
process a voter of the relevant sex.

Name of the Staff/ Volunteer for preparing the Male/Female Voter Turnout list Verifying Polling Officer’s Name: 
Signature:        Signature: 
Position:        Date: 
Date:
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Annex C: Electoral Gender Mapping Framework

Electoral gender Mapping:  
A framework to review the status of 
gender equality in electoral processes 
and institutions 

1. Introduction
Every election is an opportunity to strengthen women’s political participation and make prog-
ress toward gender equality targets established in international resolutions. Electoral gender 
mapping exercises have proven useful in identifying gaps and opportunities to promote wom-
en’s participation in elections – as voters, as contestants and as electoral management staff. Any 
such mapping can examine the current situation for women as voters and candidates and within 
political parties, which is an important early step. To be comprehensive, however, it can also be 
accompanied by an examination of the state of gender equality inside the body that administers 
the election, the electoral management body (EMB) or equivalent body (ministries). By looking 
at an EMB’s composition, structures and work practices, it is possible to identify areas for poten-
tial reform that would further facilitate women’s electoral participation.

This draft Electoral Gender Mapping (EGM) framework has been developed following similar 
exercises carried out in Nepal, Moldova, Libya and Lebanon and drawing on lessons learned 
from numerous country offices in the UNDP publication ‘Promoting Gender Equality in Electoral 
Assistance: Lessons Learned in Comparative Perspective’. The EGM framework aims to assist all 
relevant stakeholders in identifying gaps and opportunities to further women’s electoral and polit-
ical participation and, as such, it looks within and outside the EMB to the broader electoral envi-
ronment. Determining exactly what method is most appropriate will be dependent on the specific 
structures and legal frameworks in place by which elections are administered. It is important to 
remember that the gender assessment is an evidence-gathering process; it aims to identify areas 
for future work and options for programming, but it does not prescribe solutions.

2. Electoral gender Mapping Framework
The EGM framework aims to provide those conducting a mapping with a methodology to facil-
itate the review. This review begins with a stock-taking of current practices and a discussion 
about possible improvements. By structuring the mapping, this framework serves as a useful first 
step towards identifying potential gender equality reforms, whether in the legal framework, in 
the EMB or in other institutions.

A comprehensive mapping will involve several distinct phases, depending on the needs on 
the ground and the extent of the review. Consideration should be given to how the EGM will 
be done in practical terms. A standard EGM will involve a desk review of relevant legislation 
and reports, an in-country analysis or mission involving interviews with key stakeholders, an 
in-country debrief and a drafting of a report. A team will usually be constituted to undertake 
the review. 
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2.1. steps and scope of the EgM
There are several steps involved in an electoral gender mapping. Not all phases have to be imple-
mented and there should be some consideration of which phases will be most appropriate in 
each national context.

sTEP 1: 
Identify a  
reference group 

This group is responsible for oversight of the review. They set the framework to be followed 
and will need to verify accuracy and appropriateness of the data collection and interview 
process. They must agree upon a final draft before it is submitted to UNW/UNDP (and/or 
the EMB if a review is being done by or in collaboration with the EMB). The reference group 
may comprise at least two members, usually including UN staff/consultants, and may also 
involve a key stakeholder/s from the EMB and/or civil society. 

Team members should have a good understanding of the concepts of gender equality and 
gender mainstreaming as well as of electoral and political processes. 

sTEP 2: 
Appoint the  
mapping team

This team is responsible for doing the detailed work of the review, including the data 
collection and interview process. They will also be responsible for drafting the report for 
consideration and comment by the reference group. The team should comprise two to five 
members, usually including UN staff/consultants and potentially participants from the EMB 
and/or civil society. 

Team members should have a good understanding of the concepts of gender equality and 
gender mainstreaming as well as of electoral and political processes, to enable completion 
of all areas of the framework. One team member should be designated to draft the report 
or to coordinate the drafting by other team members. 

sTEP 3:  
setting the  
framework

In this phase, the reference group and mapping team need to set the parameters of the EGA 
to meet local conditions and circumstances. There will be discussions to determine which 
areas of inquiry should be pursued. During this phase, it is also useful to consult broadly to 
ascertain views on the proposed framework from outside the reference group and mapping 
team, including from other EMB members and staff, NGOs, international partners, political 
parties and any national gender equality bodies.

sTEP 4: 
Data collection 
in-country 

Depending on local circumstances, the information can be collected through research, 
through direct interviews and through wider discussion seminars. 

Questions are provided in this toolkit to frame discussions with a range of stakeholders in 
an effort to collect as much information as possible. Discussions should lead to a shared 
vision of the priorities and recommendations for action to address these priorities. The 
effectiveness of the assessment should be judged against the outcomes that emerge to 
promote women’s participation and actions that are taken to ensure that the EMB becomes 
more gender-sensitive.

sTEP 5:  
Analysis, 
report and 
recommendations

During this key phase, the mapping team will be drawing conclusions from the information 
collected and presenting a narrative analysis and recommendations for future work. 
The team should draft the report with the findings of the assessment and may, of 
course, discuss the draft recommendations with the EMB, UN country team and other 
national stakeholders.

sTEP 6: 
Endorsement 
of findings and  
action plan 

The final assessment report should be endorsed by the team, the EMB and other partners 
involved and those who will work on implementing the recommendations. The country team 
may need to translate the EGM recommendations into formal programme activities and 
devise an action plan and timetable for implementation. 

At the very least, a mapping will give electoral stakeholders an opportunity to reflect on the 
importance of women’s political participation. Taking stock is a first step, after which stake-
holders can draw up and implement a roadmap for reform with concrete objectives, actions 
and deadlines suited to the national context. Ideally, this will be outlined in an official action 
plan to be implemented by the relevant stakeholders, notably the EMB.
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2.2. Key participants and stakeholders
The EGM team may engage a diverse range of stakeholders in meeting and interviews, including:

•	 Electoral management practitioners (including ministers, commissioners, election staff)

•	 Members of parliament 

•	 Political party members and candidates for election 

•	 Civil society organizations and gender activists

•	 Academics that monitor women’s electoral participation

•	 Election opinion researchers (e.g., Gallup)

•	 Media journalists and other election commentators, including on social media

•	 Representatives of international and regional organizations

A more reflective discussion can be facilitated by engaging a diverse group of participants. The 
diversity of that group may enhance the legitimacy of the assessment process and ensure that 
the plurality of views is considered. This should, however, be balanced with the need for confi-
dentiality and the impact of seniority in some bureaucracies: junior staff, for example, may not 
be comfortable participating in a group with senior management.

Other actors, such as political parties, gender experts, representatives of civil society and 
national women’s machinery, representatives of international donor organizations and the local 
media may also be invited to participate. These actors tend to bring some outside perspective 
to the discussion. 

2.3. sources of data
While a mapping can be guided by the questions that follow in the next section, evidence 
should be corroborated with independent sources of data, particularly on the legal arrange-
ments around elections, the political participation of women to date and the general situation 
of women in the country. Documents and data sources that can be used to compile this infor-
mation include:

•	 Ratification status of human rights treaties (CEDAW, ICCPR)

•	 Latest Country Report to CEDAW Committee and the Committee’s Concluding Observations

•	 Constitution

•	 Electoral laws and associated regulations

•	 Political party constitutions and manifestos

•	 List of men and women in leadership positions in the major political parties

•	 Government and opposition parties’ policies or programmes concerning gender equality

•	 Laws relating to gender equality passed by the parliament

•	 National statistics on the status of women, including women’s literacy and education levels; 
labour force participation; wealth ownership; birth rates; maternal mortality rates; etc.

•	 Proportion of women in the executive, as members of parliament and as local level represen-
tatives (currently and in the recent past)
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•	 Proportion of women candidates at the last elections, by party (including independent 
candidates)

•	 Number of men and women registered and voted in the last election

•	 List of men and women working in the electoral management body (in the EMB Board or 
Commission, in senior management positions, in the secretariat and as temporary staff)

•	 Corporate policies of the electoral management body, including strategic plan, recruitment 
and promotion policies, training and professional development policies, anti-discrimination 
policies, communications policies, provisions for maternity/paternity leave

•	 Reports of domestic and international election observers

•	 Studies or reports on women’s political participation in this country

3. Electoral gender Mapping questions
The EGM framework specifically identifies areas for discussion and assessment among stake-
holders and decision-makers in the electoral process. The method involves answering ques-
tions about the policy frameworks and work of the electoral management structures concerned. 
These questions are grouped under six topics:

1.  The legal and policy framework for women’s political participation

2. The status of women’s political participation 

3.  Women’s participation in election campaigns and political parties

4.  Women as voters – registration and polling preparation and arrangements

5.  Gender-sensitive electoral management bodies

6. Coordinating electoral assistance

The framework is designed as a starting point; the early stages of the mapping process must 
be devoted to customizing the framework to the local circumstances to ensure the most useful 
outcomes. Not all questions are relevant or appropriate in all countries or all electoral manage-
ment systems. 

1.   The legal and policy framework for women’s political participation

   Area of investigation: International conventions and instruments have provided a 
normative framework to advocate for changes to electoral and other laws to ensure 
women’s increased presence in decision making in line with international targets. 
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and UN Security Council 
Resolutions 1325 and 2122, among others, have served as key pillars in this normative 
framework, encouraging legal reforms to promote women’s access to political deci-
sion-making bodies, including establishing targets for numerical representation. The 
adoption of parity legislation or laws introducing reforms like electoral quotas has been 
effective in increasing gender balance in elected institutions.
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1.1   Which of the main UN human rights treaties is the country party to? CEDAW? ICCPR?

1.2   Is the country a party to regional treaties and conventions that relate to gender equality? 
If so, to which ones? 

1.3   Does the constitution guarantee equal rights for men and women? If yes, what specific 
provision guarantees their equality? When were these written into the constitution?

1.4   (If relevant) Was there a public discussion/consultation in the process of drafting the 
constitution? How were women able to provide input into the negotiations?

1.5   Do any laws relating directly to the election and regulation of political parties include 
references to women and gender equality? Please provide law name, date and key 
provisions.

1.6   By what kind of electoral system is the country’s legislature and/or head of state elected? 
What are the implications of the system on women’s rates of election?

1.7   Are there any temporary special measures in place to ensure women’s participation and 
representation, e.g., reserved seats, legislated candidate quotas, voluntary candidate 
quotas and incentives for political parties to place women in electable positions?

2.   The status of women’s political participation

   Area of investigation: Women’s political participation is enabled by a range of factors, 
including political will, cultural and behavioural change, the education of girls and 
women, the support of male gender equality champions and networks of women – be 
they from civil society, academia, the media or the private sector. Obstacles, however, 
are also numerous and pervasive and are manifest in discriminatory cultural norms 
and attitudes, discriminatory legal and policy frameworks, insufficient commitment 
from political leaders to gender equality and a lack of understanding of the benefits 
of gender equality. Understanding the cultural context surrounding women’s current 
political participation in a country is useful in identifying appropriate recommenda-
tions to improve that level of engagement.

2.1   Please provide sex-disaggregated data for the current and previous parliaments and the 
government.

2.2   Please provide data on the number of women registered to vote and voter turnout from 
the last election.

2.3   How conducive is the general environment for women’s political engagement? Are there 
social, economic, cultural, religious or other impediments to women’s participation?

2.4   Is the status of women broadly the same across the country or are there different trends 
related to the location or ethnic status of women?

2.5   Are civil society, academia and media promoting women’s involvement in the electoral 
process? How effective have they been?

2.6   How active are the women members of parliament? Do they prioritize gender equality 
work? How do they liaise with civil society?
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3.  Women’s participation in election campaigns and political parties

   Area of investigation: An in-depth understanding of the factors that favour and hinder 
the election of women to office is needed. It is necessary to understand what have been 
the influential factors in past elections in the campaign environment and specifically 
related to political parties and how they are organized. This section should look at the 
achievements and challenges to women’s participation as candidates (specifically, the 
electoral system, temporary special measure/quotas, training, financial support, media 
access, etc.).

   Questions to: Women MPs, women candidates, political party members, CSOs, experts

Election environment

3.1   What is the electoral system in use and how does it affect women’s election rates? Are 
there any gender quotas in place? Has any research been done on the ‘electability’ of 
women candidates versus men? Would more women candidates mean more women 
potentially being elected?

3.2   Does the EMB collect sex-disaggregated statistics on candidate registration? If so, is 
this data collected at the time of nomination and how is it kept up-to-date? Where or 
how does the EMB publish any sex-disaggregated data that it holds?

3.3   If not, what are the major obstacles to collecting these statistics? Are there legal bar-
riers to collection and/or reporting this data? Is this data collection being considered 
for future implementation?

3.4   What are the key factors that determine ‘electability’? Is sex a key constraint? Are other 
factors more influential, like support of political parties, clans or political finance?

3.5   How influential is money in politics? Are there any regulations that make the allocation 
of public funding dependent on political parties’ fulfilment of gender equality require-
ments (e.g., the promotion of women’s participation in decision-making)?

3.6   Does the EMB regulate any aspect of public campaign funding, e.g., spending bans 
and limits for political parties and/or candidates; banning contributions from specific 
sources such as foreign donors for political parties and/or candidates; limiting the 
length of the campaign period; or requiring that all financial donations to political 
parties and candidates be publicly disclosed? If so, is this information publicly available 
and disaggregated by sex of candidate?

3.7   How prevalent are practices like ‘vote-buying’ or ‘family-voting’?

3.8    Are there campaign related codes of conduct? How do such codes handle gender 
equality issues?

3.9   Are there opportunities for the EMB to conduct or participate in post-election review? 
Have lessons been learned and collated on women’s participation in elections as voters 
and candidates?



Inclusive Electoral Processes112

Political parties

3.10  Are there statistics on the overall gender composition of political parties? Leadership, 
membership, etc. Do political parties have women’s wings or groups? 

3.11  How inclusive are political parties in representing the views, interests and needs of 
women, through internal regulations, policies or leadership rhetoric? 

3.12  Are political parties encouraging women’s participation and representation, e.g., 
through specific outreach to women voters and candidates or by taking measures 
for women to get elected to office? How are women represented in political party 
leadership? 

3.13  Are any temporary special measures other than quotas discussed or implemented by 
political parties?

3.14  How are candidates selected by political parties? Are there primary election contests? 
How many women run for party primaries and how many succeed? Can parties adopt 
measures during candidate selection/primaries to increase the number of women?

3.15  Do political parties have platforms on gender equality? If so, what are they? Could they 
be improved?

3.16  Do political parties have male and female speakers at rallies and interviews?

Monitoring women’s participation as candidates 

3.17  How many civil society monitoring groups or domestic observers are monitoring elec-
tions? Have any groups paid particular attention to gender equality concerns? 

3.18  Is there monitoring of the election campaigns for gender equality? In particular, is 
there any analysis of media coverage rates of male and female candidates? What is the 
gender breakdown of news anchors and reporters?

3.19  Are there laws or regulations related to hate speech on the basis of gender? How and 
by whom are these enforced?

Mitigating violence against women in elections

3.20  Have female candidates encountered and reported intimidation or interference with 
their campaign efforts in the past? Have these differed from problems encountered by 
men? To whom are these incidences most commonly reported?

3.21  Have female voters encountered and reported intimidation and interference with the 
exercise of their vote? To whom are these incidences most commonly reported?

3.22  Does the EMB or other state institution collect information on election-related vio-
lence? Is this information sex-disaggregated to ascertain any differential impact on 
women candidates or women voters?

3.23  Are there policies, programmes or initiatives in place to mitigate the incidents of vio-
lence against women in elections as voters and candidates? If so, how do they operate 
in practice? Have any of these been evaluated for their effectiveness?
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3.24  Who are considered to be key partners in preventing violence against women in elec-
tions? How are these partnerships developed and sustained?

4.   Women as voters: Registration and polling preparation and arrangements

   Area of investigation: Women must be able and empowered to exercise their civic 
rights, notably the right to vote in elections. A gender-sensitive EMB should ensure 
that women’s and men’s concerns and experiences are taken fully into account in the 
design and preparation of all voter registration and polling arrangements. Three areas 
of work in particular can be focused on: ensuring that all eligible women are registered 
to vote; ensuring that all eligible women are able to cast their own vote (in secret); and 
ensuring that all women are informed to vote through outreach and education. Other 
stakeholders may also be involved. 

   Questions for: EMBs or other bodies charged with administering elections, ministries, 
CSOs involved in voter education

Voter registration

4.1   Does the EMB collect sex-disaggregated data on voter registration? If so, when is the 
data collected and how is it kept up-to-date? Where or how does the EMB publish any 
sex-disaggregated data that it holds?

4.2   If not, what are the major obstacles to collecting these statistics? Are there legal bar-
riers to collection and/or reporting this data?

4.3   Are there known shortcomings or obstacles in the voter registration process that are 
disadvantageous to women? If so, how has the EMB sought to overcome them?

4.4   Are there any issues related to need for photographs, documentation, etc. where 
women may have more difficulty in complying with the requirements?

4.5   Do the times and places for registration present any problems for specific groups of 
men or women? Is there a need to provide separate registration locations for women 
or separate entrances to a common registration location? Has this been tried and how 
was it received by women and men?

4.6   If the voter register uses or is based on other data sources such as population or civil 
registries or property registers, are these registers known to have full representation 
of women across the population? If there are deficiencies in these other registers, is 
the EMB empowered to take steps to ensure full registration of women on the voter 
register?

4.7   If it is common for women to change their names upon marriage, how do women 
ensure that their electoral registration is up-to-date and matches any other identifica-
tion they hold? Is this done automatically by state bodies?

4.8   Are there cultural traditions that tend to inhibit the registration or participation of 
women? Are authorities taking any measures to overcome them?
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4.9   Does the EMB produce training materials for those involved in registering voters? Does 
this material include information on how to ensure an inclusive registration process for 
men and women?

4.10  Does the EMB produce public information materials on voter registration? Does this 
material include key messages on the rights of women and men to register and vote?

Polling arrangements

4.11  Does the EMB collect and report gender sex-disaggregated data on voter turnout? If 
so, when is the data collected? Where does the EMB publish any sex-disaggregated data 
that it collects?

4.12  If not, is this type of data collection being considered for future elections? Are there 
logistical or legal barriers to collecting and/or reporting the sex of voters at an aggre-
gate level?

4.13  What actions has the EMB taken to provide an enabling environment for women voters? 

4.14  Have there been instances of ‘family voting’? Have there been instances of proxy 
voting? What action did the EMB take?

4.15  Do the EMB’s instructions for polling officials include information on equal access to 
voting for women and men and on ensuring that all voters have the opportunity to cast 
their own ballots?

4.16  Is there a need to provide separate voting locations for women or separate entrances to 
a common voting location? Has this been tried and how was it received by women and 
men?

4.17  Are voters required to produce identification or other documents to vote? Does this 
requirement impact equally on men and on women?

4.18  What are the polling days and hours? Do these times provide sufficient opportunities 
for men and women to vote?

4.19  Are polling locations well known and are voters notified of them ahead of time?

4.20  Are there alternative polling methods for those who cannot attend a polling station? 
Are these methods equally accessible to men and to women and do they ensure that all 
voters would remain free of intimidation in casting their vote?

4.21  If police or other law enforcement officials are present in polling stations, what is the 
gender breakdown of those on such duty? 

Promoting women’s participation in voter outreach

4.22  How are gender equality issues, and women’s political participation in particular, cov-
ered in the EMB information and education work? 

4.23  Are there other bodies or groups that undertake information and education on elec-
toral matters? How do they mainstream gender equality?
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4.24  Does the EMB track the impact of its information and education work through surveys 
or other assessment methods? If so, are the results of this research disaggregated by 
gender?

4.25  Have voter outreach initiatives found different levels of electoral awareness and under-
standing among men and women? 

4.26  Has the EMB developed strategies that aim to ensure women have an equal level of elec-
toral knowledge as men? For example, have specific information and education cam-
paigns, materials or initiatives been devised specifically for women? If so, how effective 
have these been?

4.27  If there is family voting in a country, how has this been addressed in information 
and education? Does the EMB target messages against family voting at men as well as 
women?

4.28  In any materials produced by the EMB or other actors, is there an equal representation 
of men and women in passive and active roles? In particular with materials that show 
the voting process, are women depicted equally as polling officials, voters, observers 
and security personnel?

4.29  What methods are used to deliver education and information? Does the plan for the 
campaign or initiative include strategies to target women through the use of specific 
delivery channels or specific delivery times and places?

4.30  Is there a need to deliver education and information directly to women in women-only 
groups? If this is done, how has it worked?

5.   Gender-Sensitive Electoral Management Bodies 

   Area of investigation: As the bodies charged with conducting elections, EMBs (and 
their equivalents) are key to promote women’s political participation. A first step is get-
ting the EMB’s ‘house in order’ and ensuring that women are able to contribute – at all 
levels – to the decisions by which elections are organized and managed. A gender-sen-
sitive EMB should seek to reduce any gaps in women’s participation and work towards 
gender equality as an integral part of its strategy, policies and operations and should 
ensure that the workplace promotes work/life balance for all staff. 

   Questions for: EMBs or other bodies charged with administering elections

Structure and staff composition of electoral management

5.1   How are elections managed? Is there a centralized coordinating body or is it managed 
by separate bodies? What is the structure of those bodies and how are they established 
or constituted?

5.2   Is the staff of this body or of these bodies recruited or appointed? Are they perma-
nently engaged, seconded from other public service bodies or temporarily engaged 
only during electoral periods?
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5.3   What have been the historical trends for women’s membership of the EMB itself (as 
staff, in the senior leadership of the Board, Commission or Committee or as individual 
officer holders)?

5.4   Have targets or quotas been established for women’s inclusion in the staffing struc-
ture at various levels (e.g., women in management positions, women presiding officers, 
polling officials)?

5.5   If the EMB’s staff are covered by wider public sector rules in terms of recruitment/
appointment, promotion, etc., do these rules include provisions on gender equality and 
equal opportunity?

5.6   Does the EMB provide information in annual or other reports that includes the gender 
and level of the staff and other corporate data disaggregated by sex?

Subnational electoral management bodies

5.7   Are subnational bodies established to run regional or local elections (or conduct voter 
registration)? How are these bodies established and staffed?

5.8   What is the gender composition of these subnational bodies in terms of membership 
and in terms of leadership positions? If the national EMB does not have this informa-
tion, has it attempted to collect the information?

Registration and/or polling station committees 

5.9   Does the EMB establish registration or polling station committees or similar for run-
ning elections? How are these committees appointed?

5.10  What is the gender composition of these committees in terms of membership and in 
terms of leadership positions? If the national EMB does not have this information, has 
it attempted to collect the information?

5.11  If the EMB appoints short-term staff to work throughout the country during the elec-
tion period (including in registration and polling stations), how does it recruit these 
staff? What is the gender profile of these short-term staff?

Gender policies and infrastructure

5.12  Does the EMB have a strategic plan and, if so, does it include objectives related to 
gender equality?

5.13  Does the EMB have a gender policy or gender action plan? 

5.14  Has any mechanism been established to implement a gender mainstreaming strategy, 
such as gender focal points or an internal gender equality committee?

Access to training and development opportunities

5.15  Does the EMB have a policy on staff access to training and development? How are deci-
sions taken on participation in training and similar events?

5.16  Does the EMB provide training on gender equality or include gender equality in wider 
training programmes? Has the EMB sent members or staff to such training offered by 
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international partners? Are opportunities provided to enhance the professional devel-
opment of women, particularly on leadership?

5.17  Does the EMB provide specialized training for gender focal points or staff involved 
in the development and implementation of gender policies or gender mainstreaming 
strategies?

5.18  If the EMB has a pool of regular trainers or a pool of accredited BRIDGE facilitators, 
what is the gender breakdown of this pool? Is the gender composition of training teams 
monitored?

5.19  How often have staff of the EMB travelled abroad for election observation, conferences, 
seminars or the like over the last two years? What has been the percentage of women 
participants and men participants in these events? Does this figure closely correlate to 
the overall gender composition of the EMB and its staff or to the gender composition 
of the EMB and management levels of the staff?

5.20  How many formal training workshops organised by international organisations (UNDP, 
IFES, etc.) has the EMB participated in over the last two years? What has been the per-
centage of women participants and men participants from the EMB to these events? 
Does this figure closely correlate to the overall gender composition of the EMB and its 
staff or to the gender composition of the EMB and management levels of the staff?

5.21  Are there any factors that may inhibit the full participation of women in training and 
development opportunities, whether organized by the EMB or by partners (e.g., inter-
national trainings in languages spoken less often by women; training at times and 
places that present difficulties for women)?

Facilitating work/life balance

5.22  Is the EMB’s office situated in a safe place for women and men to access at all times 
when required?

5.23  Does the EMB office have equal facilities for men and women in terms of bathrooms, 
break rooms and, if required, prayer rooms?

5.24  Are there special facilities for women who are breastfeeding? Is childcare available on 
the premises or is there a subsidy for EMB staff to cover the costs of childcare?

5.25  Does the EMB provide its staff with maternity/paternity leave or leave to facilitate 
caring responsibilities? Is the EMB covered by existing policies in this area as part of 
the public sector?

5.26  What is the impact of the election period – long hours, weekend work, extensive trav-
elling – on the staff and their personal responsibilities managed (e.g., are staff entitled 
to time in lieu or financially compensated)? Is the impact different for men and for 
women? 

6.  Coordinating electoral assistance 

   Cooperation between UN entities and other electoral assistance providers creates 
opportunities for innovation and more effective use of resources. Collective planning 
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allows international assistance providers the chance to mainstream gender equality 
more efficiently across programmes. The policies of donor and bilateral organizations 
can be extremely influential in determining how gender mainstreaming is addressed 
in electoral assistance. They can demonstrate commitment, establish standards and 
tools for improved gender outcomes and enhance accountability mechanisms that 
create more investment in gender mainstreaming and, ultimately, increased women’s 
participation. 

6.1   What entities provided electoral assistance during the previous elections? How much of 
this assistance included targeted initiatives to improve women’s political participation? 
What donors provided support?

6.2   Has there been international assistance that focused on women as candidates and/or 
within political parties (e.g., support for special measures, training, support to CSOs, 
facilitating media access)? Did this have any impact on the work of the EMB?

6.3   Did the EMB receive support from international donors ahead of the last election? 
What were the main types of interventions? How was the support received?

6.4   Did the support include gender mainstreaming advice and assistance? If so, please 
explain the types of interventions and the target audience (voters, candidates, electoral 
staff) and the impact they had. If not, why was that? 

6.5   How many international advisers and consultants have been engaged in electoral assis-
tance in the country (if there has been long-term assistance, use figures for the last 
electoral cycle)? What is the gender breakdown in terms of numbers, level and roles?

6.6   If there has been international assistance, did any evaluation of the assistance include 
evaluation of its gender impact?

6.7   What key lessons have been learned in the delivery of gender-targeted electoral assis-
tance? Who are the primary facilitators of women’s participation as voters and can-
didates as evidenced by past efforts? How could programming have been handled 
differently? What are the recommendations for the future?

6.8   What type of support for gender mainstreaming would be most useful in the future 
(such as provision of gender expertise, BRIDGE training, sharing of experiences with 
other EMBs, etc.)?

6.9   What recommendations are there about how to better support women so that they are 
successful in the electoral cycle (through direct support to women, support for EMB 
activities or mainstreaming effort, etc.)?
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This Guide focuses on the role 

of electoral management bodies 

in promoting gender equality 

and encouraging women’s 

participation. It presents the 

positive work being done to 

ensure women are able to 

play a key role within these 

institutions, as well as more 

broadly in the electoral process 

and event. 


