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Abstract 
 

The establishment of UN Women and the ever-increasing promotion of women’s 

interests by international organizations have led to the emergence of female 

leadership even in high executive positions. Such cases include the International 

Monetary Fund which appointed Christine Lagarde to the position of Managing 

Director, as well as UNESCO which elected a female as Director-General two 

consecutive times since 2009. However research based on gender leadership in 

international organizations remains inadequate with regard to female leadership and 

the promotion of women’s group interests. This particular matter is yet to be 

examined in depth, in order to study whether and how women in high executive 

positions foster women’s empowerment, opportunities and best interests or despite 

the presence of female leaders in international organizations these issues continue to 

be sidelined as by many male leaders. Based on the above the purpose of this paper 

is to shed light on the gaps in gender leadership of international organizations and 

specifically to examine the relationship between female leadership and the promotion 

of women’s group interests by international organizations through particular case 

studies.   
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Introduction 

Women make up more than fifty percent of the world's population but they are still 

faced with immense inequalities. Despite the major advancements of the 21st century, 

females across the globe have to endure discriminations regarding their gender and 

the social norms around it. In ancient times women were forbidden to attend any kind 

of assembly, express their views on matters debated by males, inherit, own land, and 

vote. Unfortunately, similar situations can be observed in certain countries nowadays. 

Gender continues to be defined through outmoded stereotypes about femininity and 

masculinity, which perpetuate the mainstream state of affairs.  

The evolution of humanity in terms of social structures led to the first wave of 

feminism in the 19th century and that in turn made the suffrage movement possible, 

which resulted in the first victories for women. Nonetheless, there still exist numerous 

practices which violate women’s rights in appalling ways, i.e. female genital 

mutilation, child or forced marriage, femicide including “honor” crimes, polygamy and 

many more. Although such practices seem to be regional limited to Africa, the Middle 

East, and South Asia, discriminations still persevere in the Global North as well in the 

fields of education, economy, labour market and healthcare. 

In the present day, various intergovernmental organizations attend to soft power 

issues, inter alia, human rights, peace-building operations and humanitarian 

assistance. Against this background, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) the first international legal instrument for 

gender equality, was adopted in 1979 by 189 countries while the Beijing Declaration 

and Platform for Action, a comprehensive agenda for women’s empowerment, was 

adopted by the United Nations (UN henceforth) in 1995.  

Regardless of these significant milestones, international organizations have merely 

replicated the same strategies, which did not, in any way, incorporate the gender 

dimension and therefore did not contribute to gender equality and women’s 

empowerment. Furthermore, the high ranking positions of the United Nations system 

have been male-dominated since the first female leaders only started to emerge in 

the early 2010s. 

Nevertheless, the association of female leadership and the promotion of women’s 

agenda in international institutions is yet to be examined. To the best of the present 

researcher's knowledge, there have been no other studies pertaining to the issue to 

be scrutinized. Therefore, due to the paucity of research, the current paper aims to 

form the cornerstone of research on female leaders in international organizations 

with regard to the advancement of women’s interests as well as to contribute to the 

relevant research on opportunities presented to and barriers faced by female leaders.  

The present thesis consists of five chapters. 
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Chapter 1 contains a brief theoretical framework regarding the concept and nature of 

leadership and particular leading qualities, which are considered essential in 

international organizations.  

Chapter 2 emphasizes the role of gender in global politics and refers to the specific 

barriers that women encounter when accessing senior-level positions as well as the 

prospective opportunities that are likely to be presented due to organizational factors. 

It concludes with the contribution of feminine qualities to constructive change. 

Chapter 3 examines the methodological approach opted for. The primary research 

hypothesis and the subsequent leading questions are articulated. After the detailed 

presentation and justification of the data collection instruments and the procedure 

followed, three case studies of particular interest, due to the context and personalities 

involved, are analyzed in depth. 

Chapter 4 presents the findings obtained by the research tools in an attempt to 

provide answers to the questions which guided the study. 

Finally, chapter 5 elaborates on the research questions, proposes further investigation 

and exhibits the limitations of the study.  

1.  Leading international organizations 
In order to make the case for female leadership and the promotion of women’s 

interests, a theoretical framework must be established about leadership and leaders’ 

competencies in the context of global politics and purposely international 

organizations. 

1.1 The concept of leadership  
The notion of leadership has multiple definitions and pertains to a large number of 

fields, namely, management, business administration, psychology, education, 

domestic or international politics, and sociology. In broad terms, leadership signifies 

the abilities, skills and traits of an individual that are indispensable for administering 

groups of people, organizations, or entire nations. For the aims of this research, 

however, solely political leadership will be explored. 

Overall, political leadership refers to the ability of an individual to muster up a 

considerable number of devotees, to comply with her/his interpretation of and 

remedies for mutual problems (Masciulli, Molchanov, and Knight 2009, 4). However, 

leadership is not a static, one-way procedure, where masses follow the agenda of the 

superior, but rather a dynamic, interactive process of a continuous flow of 

information, which can alter the status of both the leader and the followers.  

Furthermore, political leadership is related but not limited to power. Ikenberry (1996) 

contends that “‘leadership is really an elegant word for power” (p. 388) but in recent 

years this view has been supplanted by Nye’s reasoning that although power is 

involved in leadership, the opposite is not always the case, that is “not all power 

relationships are instances of leadership” (Nye 2010, 305). 
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Helms (2014) describes political leadership as a meta-subject of political science, 

which in the global context involves a great level of interdependence between leaders 

and followers. Blondel (1987) refers to the dichotomy between the “positional” and 

“behavioural” leaders, whereby he disambiguates the difference between official 

leadership, with the leader holding a position and real leadership, with the leader not 

necessarily holding an office being, however, more than able to change the course of 

affairs (p. 15). Therefore, intranational contexts diverge from international ones in 

terms of formal authority.  

In this regard, international political leadership acquires a complex signification, 

wherein the boundaries of dominance are vague, due to the ambiguous connotations 

of behavioural leadership. Although this may be the case, senior holders of executive 

positions can more often than not play a vital role in the shaping of international 

politics (Helms 2014, 263). 

Though there have been plentiful definitions of the effective leader and his1 valuable 

traits since the dawn of mankind, such as Plato's Philosopher King, Niccolo 

Machiavelli’s Prince and Thomas Carlyle’s Great Man, political leadership has become 

an eminent concept in the 21st century.  According to Masciulli, Molchanov and 

Knight’s (2009, 6) delineation, leadership rests on the ability to authoritatively 

influence, while as stated by Peele (2005) it is defined by the leader's personal 

expository judgement, moral values, means towards her/his ends, and subsequently 

the context whereat the leader-follower interaction develops. 

The latter implies that the institutional and/or national and cultural context is 

instrumental in political leadership (Nye 2008).  Moreover, as Masciulli et al. (2006) 

observed, the effects of globalization further emphasize the relevance of global 

leadership, including international organizations. Consequently, reference to the 

leadership competencies within the limits of international organizations is deemed 

necessary.  

1.2 Leading qualities within international organizations 
International organizations are intergovernmental or transnational entities, which are 

established by a treaty or a similar legal agreement and are regulated by international 

law. Although their scope can be bilateral, sub-regional, regional or global, this study 

will be strictly confined to the latter.  

Such global entities include NATO, the UN and its specialized agencies, OSCE, 

INTERPOL, WHO and many more. The majority was established to enhance 

international cooperation and determine a set of regulations that would help manage 

past and prevent future global challenges. In particular, international organizations 

that refer to global politics, with the UN being the most notable one, have as their 

primary objective to maintain peace and security across the globe as well as authorize 

the use of force in the face of an imminent threat (Diehl 2005). 

 
1 Ancient, medieval and late modern essays allude strictly to male leaders. 
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Bearing in mind the multifaceted environment of international organizations along 

with the inevitable political rivalries among member states it is evident that leading 

positions can be demanding. Additionally, as Barnett and Finnemore (1999) argue, 

international organizations tend to follow the leadership style of rational-legal 

authority, a predominantly bureaucratic approach to leadership based on legal 

rationality and legitimacy, and an impersonal bond to the “duty of office” (p. 708). 

They consider that this adherence results in the channeling of power from member 

states to the bureaucratic structures per se at the expense of their primordial mission 

(p. 699-700).  

By the same token, there is a major ongoing debate regarding international 

organizations’ efficacy and legitimacy, especially in terms of interventionism, and their 

value in international relations theory, but this will not be included in the current 

research due to its broad scope of literature. 

Due to the aforementioned traits of international organizations, directors are often 

faced with adversities in assembling the required number of countries to promote the 

organizational agenda and the necessary funds for its operationalization. The lack of 

internal cohesion is another significant issue. These impediments along with the 

inadequacy of positional leaders which stems from the latent directorship of 

behavioural leaders bring about deadlock situations. 

In the context of international organizations behavioural leaders, usually coming from 

powerful states, pursue their own hidden agendas and vested interests by means of 

pressure in critical issues of global concern such as, armed conflicts, humanitarian 

crises, and legal sanctions. This process is referred to as informal governance and 

according to Stone (2013) it is defined as “the systematic influence of unwritten rules, 

shared expectations or norms within international organizations that substantially 

modify or substitute for formal treaty provisions” (p. 123). 

Considering the additional challenge of informal manipulations and tactful 

management, which is a requirement in the context of soft power, the official leaders 

of international organizations have to manage a considerable amount of issues during 

their term of office. To this end, they need to possess some specific personal and 

interpersonal skills. The leadership traits most frequently mentioned in the 

corresponding literature are effective negotiation, communication, management and 

political bargaining skills, both cognitive and emotional intelligence, and a clear vision 

(Masciulli, Molchanov, and Knight 2009; Helms 2014).  

Moreover, international leaders need to feature certain specified qualities that refer 

to the complexities of international governance. For example, a leader of an 

international institution should be impartial and knowledgeable about foreign 

cultures and capable of interacting in a context of constant divergence of civilizations 

(Herd, Alagaraja, and Cumberland 2016). All these traits form a vital intercultural set 

of skills which can be of great value to the leader when pursuing the organizational 
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objectives. Finally, Kim and McLean (2015) underline the importance of interpersonal 

traits in mobilizing followers and building partnerships and alliances (p. 246). 

Having clarified the nature of political leadership with a particular focus on the global 

context, the diverse environment of international organizations and the resultant 

need for competent and adaptive leaders, who have the ability to realize the 

consequences of informal governance and regional alliances, the importance and 

relevance of the female gender in international leadership will ensue. 

2. Female leaders and the role of gender in global governance 
Women continue to be universally underrepresented in both senior government and 

senior management positions, albeit all the advances in women’s empowerment and 

gender equality. According to UN Women data, in 2016 a mere 22.8% of all national 

parliamentarians were women, while this number slightly increased to 24.3% in 2019. 

In addition, the World Economic Forum (2017) warned that with that pace it would 

take another 99 years to close the gender gap in politics. 

It is worth mentioning that the countries with the highest percentage of women 

(61.3%) in their parliaments pertain to the Global South and constitute not only 

emerging economies but also some of the least developed countries like Senegal and 

Rwanda, the latter of which is first on the list, whereas some of the so-called advanced 

societies reach nearly 30% (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2019). In the US Senate women 

comprise 25% of the Senators (Pew Research Center 2019). The percentage is slightly 

higher in the House of Commons in the UK (32%) (Uberoi et al. 2019), while about a 

third of Members of the European Parliament are females according to its website. 

These figures display the persevering gender disparities in the field of national politics. 

The situation is even more complicated in the scope of international politics and the 

executive positions of international organizations. UN specialized agencies have had 

just 4 women leaders (Haack 2017), 14 UN agencies have been directed exclusively by 

men (Haack 2014a) and only 5 out of 21 directors have been females in the OECD 

(UNESCO 2018d).  

Additionally, as identified by Sjoberg (2009) studies about female leadership display a 

twofold limitation regarding the traditional delineation of both femininity and 

leadership. These originate in stereotypical interpretations of women’s traits as well 

as the exclusive masculine nature of the definition of leadership and the gender of the 

first wave of scholars who outlined its qualities (p. 151). But these stereotypes 

continue to the present day as the figures of women leaders demonstrate. 

Drawing from the media coverage of significant leaders like Hilary Clinton and 

Condoleezza Rice, Sjoberg (2009) concludes that leadership is indeed gender-specific, 

which leads to the rampant exposure of personal information that ultimately 

overshadows the female’s political abilities and accomplishments. Thus, women 

leaders are more susceptible to criticism and their choices are usually considered as 

“improper” from this particular perspective.  
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With the purpose of discerning the causes of such great inequalities and taking into 

account that studies on leadership in international organizations often neglect the 

question of gender (Haack 2014a, 217), the barriers faced by women in accessing 

executive positions will be scrutinized further bellow. 

2.1 Barriers for female leaders  
Women are confronted with various obstacles when accessing upper levels of 

leadership both in national and international politics. Certain of them derive from 

societal constructions about femininity and masculinity, and unequal power dynamics, 

whilst others develop within the context of organizational constraints. Barriers can be 

defined as vertical, which prevent females to climb up to high-ranking positions and 

horizontal, whereby women's accessibility in certain, usually male-dominated, "hard" 

areas is blocked (Haack 2014a). 

To begin with, glass ceilings which are, according to Wirth (2001), “the invisible 

artificial barriers created by attitudinal and organizational prejudices, which block 

women from executive positions” (p. 1) constitute the most common factor of female 

exclusion in leadership.  

Glass ceilings are produced by obsolete stereotypes regarding male and female traits 

as well as cultural and religious norms. Social classifications of gender concerning 

manhood and womanhood remain strong to this day (Sjoberg 2009; Keohane et al. 

2010) and dominate careerism. For instance, males tend to be perceived as 

breadwinners, which in turn creates more opportunities for them than their female 

counterparts. Scarce legislation concerning maternity leave and child-care services 

also create glass ceilings, because, in their absence, women are often faced with 

temporal and occupational limitations. What is more, a woman is required to “exceed 

performance expectations” in order to climb the career ladder, whereas men 

experience a more regular career advancement (Goethals et al. 2004, 77–81). 

As stated by Haack (2014a; 2014b) although the first woman broke the glass ceiling in 

1987, barely 21 females were appointed in high-level posts within the UN thereon, 

which demonstrates the slow progress in securing women’s participation in global 

governance. 

Furthermore, regardless of the breaking of the glass ceilings, there are instances in 

which they appear to be “flexible” enough to be reestablished. For example, 

Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon designated several females in leadership posts during 

his first term of office but that number decreased during his second term. This practice 

resembles national politics, wherein women have the greatest probability of being 

nominated during elections as a token method of gender equality (Davis 1997). Hence, 

while breaking the glass ceilings constitutes the first step to eradicate them, the 

maintenance of female representation is essential to this end too.  

Horizontal barriers refer to glass walls, which Haack (2014b) describes as the "process 

of channeling women into specific portfolios that are considered gender-appropriate” 

(p. 16). As a result, females in international organizations find themselves in what is 
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perceived to be feminine and soft portfolios relating to issues of poverty, children, 

women and human rights. Glass walls as stated by Murray and Norris (2010) have 

created the gendering of portfolios, in other words, the association of specific 

institutions and issues with either male or female management.  

With reference to the UN, glass walls are influenced by the designation procedure. For 

instance, in UN funds and programmes the leader is appointed directly from the 

Secretary-General without voting, whereas in UN specialized agencies the leader is 

elected by member states via elections (Haack 2014b). Therefore, where elections 

participate in the process of appointment, factors as state interests, regional 

affiliations and political pressures can further prevent women from certain positions. 

It is worth noting that besides the organizational barriers women also face behavioural 

ones, such as sexism and sexual harassment. Although these attitudes do not 

represent the majority of workplace culture, they continue to be an obstacle for 

women not only in leadership but in minor positions too.  

Nonetheless, there are some organizational opportunities that enable women to 

assume high-level posts, which will now be analyzed. 

2.2 Organizational opportunities 
Female leaders are likely to be appointed either when given conditions are fulfilled or 

in times of both external and internal crises. The latter constitutes the greatest factor 

for female access in leadership positions.  

The context of organizational crisis can originate from external or internal forces. In 

the first case, external circumstances act as destabilizing factors and create the need 

for a more efficient leader, capable of managing the aftereffects of the crisis. A typical 

example of external crisis was the sexual scandal of Dominic Strauss-Kahn, which did 

not appertain to the IMF per se but its ramifications had an adverse impact on the 

institution's public image. An internal crisis arises from a situation inside the 

organization or even more frequently from the particular structures and norms of the 

organization. The issue of politicization, which occurs within the UN, is an example of 

internal crisis that recently led to the election of the first female Director-General of 

UNESCO. 

Therefore, females are able to acquire a top executive position more easily in times of 

organizational crisis. This phenomenon is known as the glass cliff, whereby women are 

seen as more suitable leaders than their male counterparts by offering a counter-

image to male corruption (Haack 2014a; 2017), while male leaders avoid pursuing 

positions which entail greater risk of failure and criticism (Ryan and Haslam 2007).  

To specify the precise nature of glass cliffs one must again observe the existing norms 

regarding females and males. Males are often seen as figures of authority, strength 

and violence, whereas women are perceived as caregivers and nurturers, bringing 

honesty and innocence to politics. Thus, women in the context of crisis constitute the 

alternative solution. As Haack (2014) states, however, the theory of glass cliffs “does 
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not suggest that crises guarantee a woman’s election, nor does it imply that crises 

won’t lead to a change in political leadership from one male leader to another” (220).  

Duerst-Lahti (1997) found that organizations, after the first female nomination in the 

executive position, become regendered, namely, women are perceived as more 

acceptable and suitable for the position in question. The regendering of an institution 

can, thus, create a window of opportunity for subsequent generations of female 

leaders. 

Finally, Haack (2014a) compared conditions that enable female participation in 

leading positions in both national politics and international organizations and found 

that women have a greater likelihood of acquiring leading positions in the presence of 

certain organizational circumstances such as the institutionalization of quotas, 

presence of crises and political kinship in terms of political networking.  

The role of female leadership will be described further below. 

2.3 Female contribution to positive change 
For the aims of this chapter, the existence of distinct feminine and masculine traits 

will be endorsed, by no means owing to the current researcher's conviction but rather 

due to its great significance to the display of differences between female and male 

leadership. Indeed feminism has criticized such distinctions for considering male 

characteristics of greater value to effective leadership while they underestimate 

female qualities (Alexander and Andersen 1993; Sjoberg 2009). This matter, however, 

will not be analyzed in this study. 

Women, according to Rey (2005) are inclined to be more caring, democratic, 

empathetic and better listeners, due to social expectations regarding their role as 

mothers, caregivers and nurturers. These traits form the counterbalance to male 

authoritative behaviours and compensate for unsuitable male leaders in the context 

of organizational crisis, as indicated above. In addition, Barraza Vargas (2019) pointed 

out that women in international organizations tend to pay more attention to and 

further promote social policies in comparison to their male counterparts and contends 

that gender affects policy agenda (p. 545).  

Piscopo, Krook and Franceschet (2012) discovered that in the presence of female 

politicians, the concept of politics as a male-dominated realm becomes outworn 

because people experience an improvement in the quality of governance. Thus, 

women’s representation in politics, whether national or international, acts as a 

catalyst for gender-neutrality. Females can also contribute to alternative perspectives 

through the introduction of new approaches to global issues. For example, the issue 

of guns is approached by males as the right to bear arms whereas women could 

convert it to gun control (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993).  

As reflected above females possess the ability to transform existing norms regarding 

a variety of social and political matters. For that reason, their presence in political 

leadership positions is essential, in order to bring about positive change.  
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After the establishment of the analytical framework of this research, the 

methodological approach and tools shall follow. 

3. Methodology  
What shall now be presented is the research methodology.  

3.1 Research hypothesis and deriving questions  
The leading hypothesis the current research aims to verify is:  

❖ Female leadership in international organizations foster women’s interests. 

To that end, answers to the following questions will be sought: 

• Does engagement in women’s empowerment advocacy prior to designation 

determine the quantity and quality of policies that female leaders will 

implement while in office? 

• Have female leaders enhanced awareness-raising of female-related social 

taboo issues during their tenure? 

• Have they undertaken gender-related specified initiatives during their tenure? 

 

3.2 Nature of the study 
A qualitative approach was selected as the appropriate method for the aims of this 

study. Although a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches is effective 

in the context of the current research, the qualitative paradigm was opted for due to 

various criteria. First and foremost, the scarcity of available quantitative resources 

such as sex-disaggregated data or data regarding the correlation between female 

leadership and the promotion of women's interests precludes the application of the 

statistical method. Additionally, the qualitative analysis is more suitable for social 

sciences, considering their theoretical framework, descriptive nature and inductive 

process. Finally, the limitations of quantitative approaches, namely the restrictive 

concept of numbers, percentages and numerical figures, prevent the rigorous 

exhibition of the findings.  

3.3 Data collection instruments 
The principal tool used for the collection of data was document analysis, which was, 

however, supplemented by relevant literature review. The literature investigated 

concerns the issues of feminism, the new wave of women empowerment, 

international organizations, female leaders and gender-related barriers regarding 

executive positions along with subjects indirectly related to the aforementioned 

issues. The bulk of the collected information was accessed through the web with 

online journals being the primary source. As far as documentation is concerned, 

valuable data emanated from international organizations. The aforementioned 

documents consist of resolutions, strategic plans and initiative’s Terms of Reference 

and their respective reports.  
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3.4 Procedure 
The research commenced with the exploration of both active and past female leaders 

of international organizations and their biographical information. After the selection 

of the tools mentioned above and a meticulous study three particular international 

organizations emerged with respect to appointed female leaders available for case 

study formation. Both documentation and literature are interrelated, though certain 

differences may apply to each respected case. All three case studies refer to the 

United Nations family, however, the organizations examined constitute independent 

entities, each in its own way. A detailed analysis of the case studies will ensue.  

3.4.1 Case Study 1: UN Women  

In this case, the researcher initiated the study from the organization's website, where 

its conception, mandate and governance are presented, although not thoroughly. For 

that reason, information about the establishment of UN Women was also quested for 

in available literature and UN's official documents. Biographical details for the female 

leaders investigated were found throughout the web and partly through literature 

review. Finally, for the analysis of policies, strategies and initiatives official 

publications and documents were primarily utilized and were complemented by the 

programmes’ websites, whenever available.  

Policies were examined individually with regard to their contribution to women’s 

rights, interests and opportunities and their defects, there be any. In this way, the case 

encompasses a thorough evaluation of the leaders’ efforts to advance gender equality 

and women’s role.  

UN Women works at numerous levels, including national, regional and global as well 

as in several fields such as the coordination of the UN system in gender equality, 

training programmes, engagement with civil society and governments, and research 

and data collection. Howbeit, these subjects won’t be investigated here on account of 

their broad-spectrum and space limitations. 

Due to UN Women being utterly focused on the promotion of women and gender 

equality this case will be approached solely at the level of certain initiatives. Moreover, 

this study will not examine in depth the three Strategic Plans as a result of these 

documents’ lack of precision and the consequent extensive area of concentration. 

Instead, only the first Strategic Plan will be examined as the first effort of systematized 

delineation of the entity’s mission and vision. Therefore, particular attention shall be 

paid on specific initiatives and programmes designed in detail with explicit targets and 

objectives.  

It should be emphasized that the selection of UN Women as a case study was made 

due to its broad spectrum of programs and initiatives and its strictly female direction. 

Indeed there was a large number of independent international organizations rather 

than affiliated ones such as the example of UN entities. However, this choice was 

made with diligence and it was based on the grounds of open access in reports and 

official documents. 
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The following chapter will pertain to the specific nature of the organization.  

3.4.1.1 The Organization 

UN Women is the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 

Women, which was established by a unanimous vote of the UN General Assembly in 

July 2010 and became operational in January 2011 (“About UN Women” n.d.). Its 

mandate, governance and general principles and functions were delineated by the 

64/289 resolution, adopted by the 64th session of the General Assembly. The 

foundation of UN Women occurred in the context of the broader UN reform that 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan undertook during his term of office and reflected the 

need for a more effectual and precise structure for women. 

Although the UN reform plan dated back to the late 1990s, there was absolutely no 

reference to women or gender-related institutions up until 2006, when Secretary-

General following the lobbying of the international women’s movement, incorporated 

gender equality in the agenda of the “High Level Panel on System-Wide Coherence” 

(UN Women Training Centre 2016). Once again this fact didn’t come without 

drawbacks. Only three out of fifteen members were women, which led to concerns 

regarding the UN system responsiveness to gender equality and women’s rights2. 

In document A/61/583 of the General Assembly, the Panel recommends the creation 

of a new agency through the unification of the four distinct and severely underfunded 

entities focused on women and gender equality, in order to avoid duplication and 

fragmentation (p. 5). These entities include: 

• The Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW) 

• The Office of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and Advancement of 

Women (OSAGI) 

• The United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) 

• The International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of 

Women (INSTRAW)3 

The priority areas of operation are the following: 

❖ Increasing Women’s Leadership and Participation 

❖ Enhancing Women’s Economic Empowerment  

 
2 See the paper “Gender Equality Architecture and UN Reforms” for submission to the UN Secretary-
General’s High Level Panel on System-wide Coherence by the Center for Women’s Global Leadership 
(CWGL) and the Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO), available at: 
https://www.globalpolicy.org/social-and-economic-policy/social-and-economic-policy-at-the-un/un-
high-level-panel-on-systemwide-coherence/32347-gender-equality-architecture-and-un-reforms.html  
(accessed September 24, 2019)  
3 INSTRAW was left out from the Panel’s recommendations in 2006 due to the need of UN agency in 
the Caribbean and Central American region at the time. See Charlesworth and Chinkin 2013 and UN 
Women Training Centre 2016.  

https://www.globalpolicy.org/social-and-economic-policy/social-and-economic-policy-at-the-un/un-high-level-panel-on-systemwide-coherence/32347-gender-equality-architecture-and-un-reforms.html
https://www.globalpolicy.org/social-and-economic-policy/social-and-economic-policy-at-the-un/un-high-level-panel-on-systemwide-coherence/32347-gender-equality-architecture-and-un-reforms.html
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❖ Ending Violence against Women and Girls  

❖ Engaging Women in Peace and Security Responses  

❖ Making Plans and Budgets Gender-Responsive4. 

The entity also contributes to the 2030 agenda of the SDGs and HIV/AIDS, while one 

of its primarily expressed purposes would be to strengthen the focus and coordinate 

work on gender equality throughout the entire UN system (United Nations Secretary-

General 2010). 

The agency was resolved to be governed by an Executive-Director with the rank of 

Under-Secretary-General, perceived by some (Charlesworth and Chinkin 2013) as the 

top-level position ever devoted to women’s equality in the UN (p.16). The Director 

would act as an advisor of the Secretary-General on women’s issues (UN General 

Assembly 2010; United Nations Secretary-General 2006).  

The presentation of UN Women’s Executive-Directors will follow. 

3.4.1.2 Research Subjects 

Because of the institution’s short lifespan, only two female leaders will be analyzed 

regarding their work on the promotion and resolution of women’s issues, former 

President of Chile Michelle Bachelet who served as the first Executive-Director and 

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka the South-African politician currently serving as the head 

of the organization. In addition, since UN Women is exclusively directed by women in 

the higher ranks of governance (Directorate), reference to the selection of the two 

Executive-Directors will be confined to their main qualities as female leaders.  

Michelle Bachelet has been breaking glass ceilings throughout her career, while she 

was also the first President of Chile to be reelected since 1932. During her time in 

office, she championed gender equality and women’s rights in various areas of 

concern, including labour, childcare, pension, education and principally contraception, 

in spite of vigorous opposition from the governing coalition (Parks 2018; Stevenson 

2012).  

Not only has she managed to pass a bill that legalized abortion in some considerable 

cases, i.e. mother risk, rape result and fetus unviability, but also made emergency 

contraception available for free in state hospitals for every woman and girl, including 

even teenagers 14 years of age without parental consent (Peña, Aguayo, and Orellana 

2012). 

Following her second term, she established a new Ministry for Women and Gender 

Inequality and supported women's participation in politics through legislation that 

required 40% female presence in the candidates that run for elected office 

(International Gender Champions 2017). Considering Chile’s conservative past in 

 
4 Although the headlines change over time the main subjects remain unaltered. 
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terms of women’s issues and particularly reproductive rights these policies alone show 

Bachelet’s dedication to women’s empowerment.  

Between her presidencies and due to constitutional limitations regarding the right to 

run for a second consecutive term she was appointed as the first Executive-Director 

of UN Women by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon in 2010. With a small preliminary 

budget and only two major donor countries pledging substantial amounts, namely 

Spain and Norway, the institution began its operation.  

Her selection can be attributed to her long-standing advocacy on women’s 

empowerment and her achievements on the matter throughout her presidency. Her 

determination and strong commitment make her one of the most accomplished 

female leaders of the world today and even though Bachelet's term lasted only about 

two years because of her second term as President of Chile, she contributed a great 

deal to the first steps of the institutions by providing strong and purposeful leadership. 

Following Bachelet’s resignation in 2013 Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon appointed as 

new Executive-Director Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka from South Africa. Mlambo-

Ngcuka, a politician and the first female who made it to the position of Deputy 

President in her country has served as Deputy Minister of Trade and Industry, Minister 

of Minerals and Energy and briefly as Minister of Arts, Culture, Science and 

Technology. 

She has been involved in civil society to advance human rights in South Africa with a 

particular focus on women and girls (South African History Online 2011), while she has 

been actively opposed to apartheid and took measures against poverty during her 

term of office with special attention to females (UN Women n.d.). 

Before her political career she served as the first president of the Natal Organization 

for Women (NOW), a regional organization concerning women’s issues founded in late 

1983 in South Africa and has worked with the World Young Women's Christian 

Association (YWCA) for several years. Although there is inadequate information 

regarding Mlambo-Ngcuka’s work on gender equality prior to her nomination as UN 

Women’s Executive-Director, it will become evident that her engagement with UN 

Women has resulted in a great number of successes for women’s promotion. 

As the UN Women’s Executive-Director Mlambo-Ngcuka has undertaken countless 

initiatives to promote women’s rights and brought into the spotlight matters of great 

significance for females such as the persistence of gender-based violence throughout 

the world. She was reappointed as UN Women’s head for a second term of four years 

by Secretary-General António Guterres in 2017 (United Nations Secretary-General 

(Web Page) 2017). 

The presentation of strategies, policies and initiatives to be evaluated will ensue. 

3.4.1.3 Policies 

The earliest initiatives and strategies analyzed in this study concern Bachelet’s short 

term of office will be the following: 
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➢ 16 Steps Policy Agenda 

➢ COMMIT Initiative  

➢ EU and UN Women Memorandum of Understanding  

➢ Strategic Plan 2011-2013 

Correspondingly, the initiatives reviewed regarding Mlambo-Ngcuka’s directorship 

are: 

❖ UN Women ad series  

❖ Global Gender Equality Constitutional Database  

❖ Elsie Initiative  

❖ HeForShe solidarity movement  

❖ Generation Equality campaign 

❖ She Will Connect joint initiative 

❖ Actions and Initiatives to end violence against women   

3.4.2 Case Study 2: UNESCO 

This case draws upon information principally from UNESCO’s official website and its 

subpages whereas literature review is limited to the history of the organization and 

documentation involves merely the conference paper for its establishment. 

Conversely, the literature review constitutes the fundamental source of information 

regarding the election of both leaders to be considered, an aspect that was absent 

from the previous case study. However, UNESCO had been directed by male leaders 

up until 2009, when the first female Director-General was elected. With this in mind, 

a thorough elaboration of the organization’s re-gendering is deemed necessary. 

Biographical facts were once again extracted through the internet and literature 

review. The programmes, plans and initiatives draw upon official documentation and 

both organizational and independent reports. 

UNESCO has deployed two wide range Action Plans regarding exclusively gender 

equality, which will be analyzed because they signify the organization’s recent active 

involvement in the struggle for gender equality. Furthermore, some remarkable 

initiatives taken by the Directors will be presented and evaluated for their relevance, 

effectiveness and results, albeit not as many as in the case of UN Women, because of 

the extensive analysis of the strategic schemes. Apart from this, numerous initiatives 

and programmes will be presented as part of the two Action Plans’ achievements.  

UNESCO’s presentation shall follow. 

3.4.2.1 The Organization 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization is an international 

establishment that endeavors to promote peace through transnational cooperation 
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and other means of soft power. It was officially founded in 1945 after the catastrophic 

effects of the World War II, with the intention to proliferate education, science and 

culture in order to “advance the welfare of the peoples of the world” 

(“ECO/CONF./29” 1945). Initially, the constitution of UNESCO was authorized by 37 

countries and an interim commission was formed until the 4th November 1946, when 

the constitution came actually into force with the acceptance and signature of twenty 

Governments of the United Nations. 

The organization’s first initiatives included the rebuilding of schools, libraries and 

museums that had been shattered in Europe during the war but later incorporated 

the promotion of human rights, social justice, educational and scientific cooperation 

and cultural tolerance. All of these goals were principally decided because of the 

consequences of the war but the conclusive adoption of the foundation of UNESCO 

was taken after the dropping of the first atom bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, in 

August 1945.  This event resulted in the integration of science in the organization’s 

sphere of influence (Valderrama Martínez 1995 p. 43). 

Therefore, UNESCO was established to promote collaboration and mutual support 

amongst nations by disseminating knowledge and understanding of different cultures, 

customs, religions and backgrounds. In this way, it would discourage aggression and 

organized violence that would possibly lead to another war. 

The principal organs of UNESCO are three: the General Conference, the Executive 

Board and the Secretariat. Each of them has explicit functions and obligations 

according to Article IV of the organization’s constitution. 

The General Conference is in charge of determining the policies and the programme 

of the organization, approve its budget, advise both its members and the United 

Nations and elect the members of the Executive Board. It meets every two years with 

its member states as well as associated states, intergovernmental and non-

governmental organizations. Each member state has one vote regardless of its 

financial support. 

The Executive Board is the organ responsible for the overall management of the 

organization acting under the authority of the General Conference and consists of 

fifty-eight members, which are responsible to put into effect the programmes of the 

General Conference and give recommendations about these programmes and their 

respective budgets. The Board receives its functions either from the constitution and 

the General Conference or from other agreements with other international 

organizations, the United Nations and specialized UN agencies (“ECO/CONF./29” 

1945; UNESCO n.d.; n.d.). 

The Secretariat comprises of the Director-General, who is appointed every four years, 

and the staff appointed by her/him. The Director-General or a deputy can participate 

in the meetings of the General Conference, the Executive Board or other groups of 

UNESCO but without the right to vote according to the constitution. 
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UNESCO’s policies are implemented into five programme areas: education, natural 
sciences, social and human sciences, culture, and communication and information. 

Today UNESCO consists of 193 member states 11 associate members, has a leading 

role in international cooperation and the protection of cultural heritage. The 

organization focuses on the abolition of hate and intolerance by providing access to 

quality education but also supports the overall agenda of the UN. Some of its 

important strategic operations include the preservation of 1073 sites in the World 

Heritage list, the contribution in the dissemination of history through plentiful 

publications and currently two global priorities, Africa and gender equality. Finally, 

UNESCO is working towards the Sustainable Development Goals, which form 

seventeen universal objectives towards a sustainable future outlined in the 2030 

Agenda adopted by the UN member states in 2015.  

The profile of the leaders and their election to this position will now be presented. 

3.4.2.2 Research Subjects 

Irina Bokova, the daughter of Georgi Bokov a former leading member of the Bulgarian 

Communist Party, served as the tenth Director-General of UNESCO from 2009 to 2017. 

Long before her candidacy for UNESCO Director-General, Irina Bokova was actively 

involved in international politics as a member of Bulgaria's Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

and as a founding member of the European Policy Forum5, a non-governmental 

organization which promoted European identity and dialogue. She has participated in 

the drafting of the country’s new Constitution and served as an Ambassador to 

Monaco, France and UNESCO.  

Furthermore, she has been a vigorous supporter of women's advancement as a 

member of Bulgarian Delegations in the United Nations conferences on women's 

equality in Copenhagen, Nairobi and Beijing. According to the agency, Bokova has 

engaged actively in the international efforts for the improvement and furtherance of 

quality education for all, cultural dialogue, scientific cooperation, gender equality and 

has led the organization as a global advocate for freedom of expression and safety of 

journalists. She is an eminent political figure with distinctions from numerous 

countries and she is Doctor Honoris causa of several universities around the world 

(UNESCO website 2016).  

As UNESCO's Director-General, she has prioritized gender equality and believes that it 

is "an accelerator of political, economic and social transformations" (UNESCO 2012). 

To this end, she has been actively involved in the introduction of various initiatives 

and partnerships, which have contributed to the adoption of national plans that tackle 

gender inequality and promote female inclusion primarily in education. Bokova has 

also been a part of the cause by participating in many panels, conferences and 

discussions regarding the status of women and girls around the world.  

 
5Not to be confused with the European Policy Forum (EPF) in the United Kingdom.  
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Her election coincided with the introduction of women candidates and occurred in the 

context of internal organizational crisis, a context familiar to UNESCO and the UN 

because of the multilateral agenda they pursue. Multilateralism often sparks 

controversies and political grievances across member states, primarily due to 

unresolved political issues and vested interests. UNESCO –having a primarily soft and 

multicultural background- has emerged as the central arena of political dispute. 

Indeed, the very attributes of multilateralism, for example, international cooperation, 

mutual understanding and tolerance towards ‘otherness’ form the exact motives of 

ideological, cultural and, in the long run, political conflicts (Haack 2017; Meskell 2015). 

Farouk Hosny Minister of Culture in Egypt for 24 consecutive years and the first Arab 

to contest for this position, had the strongest candidature because of the institution’s 

tendency to comply with regional desiderata (Parker 2009). Despite that, he lost 

support after his fanatical remarks in the Egyptian parliament in 2008 regarding the 

burning of Israeli books in Egyptian libraries. This announcement, although justified 

by Hosny himself as an exaggeration, was highly inappropriate for someone who 

wishes to run a multicultural international organization that promotes peace and 

tolerance. Consequently, frontrunner Hosny faced resilient opposition that eventually 

led to his defeat. 

However, Hosny's racist comments would not have been able on their own to result 

in the election of Irina Bokova, but alongside with strategic voting from the European 

countries, established the right circumstances for her victory. Some of the candidates 

followed this strategy to support their fellow Europeans in the run, while others acted 

in their own way as a catalyst to Bokova’s success (Parker 2009; Haack 2017). Russia's 

stance was a turning point for the outcome, considering its pronouncement about 

giving $20 million to the organization, if Yakovenko won the election, a move received 

by many as vote-buying (Haack 2017).  

Irina Bokova found herself in the midst of an organizational crisis that emerged 

because of and inside the election per se. The male candidates that were likely to 

succeed, demonstrated behaviors and qualities, which could act as potential factors 

of instability (Haack 2017). The state of affairs surrounding the election along with the 

tactical support of member states and the withdrawal of potential opponents affected 

the process of the election in a way that promoted female contestants, largely 

because of the predilection of women in times of predicament and their association 

with better management.  

It is worth noting that Irina Bokova declared for UN Secretary-General in 2016. Bokova 

and Helen Clark from New Zealand were the only female candidates that made it to 

the last round, although initially seven out of thirteen candidates were women. 

However, António Guterres prevailed with 13 encourage votes and 0 discourage votes, 

which led to a spate of feminist criticism6. The UN Security Council has never 

 
6 See BBC’s article “Why wasn't a woman elected as UN Secretary-General?” available at: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-37574307  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-37574307
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appointed a female Secretary-General and though political interests and backdoor 

deals played a significant role, in the case of Secretary-General the glass ceiling 

continues to persist too.  

Audrey Azoulay a former cabinet minister of France, is a graduate of Ecole Nationale 

d’Administration, who has been involved in the field of culture for several years and 

managed to contribute to its furtherance. After a long period of work in the 

audiovisual industry, she joined the French Government at first as an advisor on 

culture to President François Hollande and subsequently as Minister of Culture, 

whereon she accomplished a 5.5% increase of the Ministry’s budget (Anderson 2016).  

She is an advocate of cultural heritage protection and she has taken active steps 

towards this goal, by presenting Draft Resolution 2347 about the protection of cultural 

heritage in armed conflict and participating in the 7907th Security Council meeting, 

where the resolution was adopted (UN Meetings Coverage and Press Releases 2017). 

Additionally, she has undertaken numerous projects and programmes regarding 

culture throughout her short ministerial career (United Nations n.d.).  

There is no available information concerning Azoulay's engagement in activities 

promoting gender equality or women's rights. 

Audrey Azoulay was appointed as the eleventh Director-General in 2017 and her 

succession in the position signaled the regendering of UNESCO. Moreover, her 

election occurred in the context of both external and internal organizational crisis. 

Internally UNESCO suffered from the effects of the Palestinian membership since 

2011, which along with intense criticism for anti-Israel bias based upon the naming of 

ancient Jewish sites as Palestinian heritage (Greshko 2017).  

The Qatar diplomatic crisis of 2017 and the ensuing boycotting of the country played 

a key role in the election as an external factor of crisis, which led to the politicization 

of the procedure and the promotion of Azoulay versus the Qatari candidate Hamad 

bin Abdulaziz al-Kawari (Sansom 2017). Once again anti-Semitic remarks of the former 

Minister of Culture al-Kawari further encourage the election of the French candidate. 

The election of Azoulay was quite similar to Bokova's in 2009 in terms of organizational 

crisis stemming from both politicization and regional affiliations. 

As Director-General Azoulay has pledged to promote education with an emphasis on 

girls and introduced various initiatives for digital technologies and natural sciences. 

She has promoted gender equality and women's inclusion in many areas that are seen 

as men only such as football while she modernized the agency and utilized social 

media more.  

The next chapter will display the policies analyzed in this case. 

3.4.2.3 Policies  

The policies of Irina Bokova that will be examined are the following: 

• Medium-Term Strategy 2008-2013 
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• Priority Gender Equality Action Plan 2014-2021 

• Better Life Better Future 

• Global Guidance for addressing school-related gender-based violence 

The initiatives undertaken by Audrey Azoulay that will be analyzed are: 

❖ O3 Programme 

❖ Women and football #ChangeTheGame Debate   

❖ You Are Next Initiative 

❖ Girls Can Code Project 

❖ Edit a Thon #Wiki4women  

3.4.3 Case Study 3: International Monetary Fund 

The last case study of the present research obtains information about the institution 

examined from its website and other web resources. Literature review will be utilized 

mainly for the presentation of the leader and her election as Managing Director. For 

the purposes of presenting and evaluating the organization’s policy on gender equality 

documentation will be the principal tool, whereas literature review will be employed 

to address the drawbacks revealed during the investigation.  

This case diversifies significantly from the two preceding in the policy evaluation 

framework. Whilst in both the case of UN Women and UNESCO the analysis pertained 

to specific plans, programmes and initiatives, the current case will be examined as a 

whole. To clarify, the IMF has not undertaken distinct gender-related policies but has 

rather incorporated gender within the scope of its domain. This was achieved through 

the integration of gender-sensitive counseling in lending countries, the publication of 

new research regarding the positive outcomes that women’s empowerment has for 

the economy and advocacy for women’s rights and equality.  

Consequently, the policy analysis will concern the promotion of gender equality and 

women's interests throughout the activities of the Fund and not based on individual 

gender-responsive programmes. Against this background, the current case will be 

more descriptive, since the policy constitutes a unified portrayal of the entire IMF 

operation, from the election of its first female Director. Finally, the Fund’s case will be 

larger, because of the extended elaboration on economic terms and procedures. 

3.4.3.1 The Organization 

The IMF, also known as the Fund, is a financial institution established in 1944 at a UN 

conference, namely the Bretton Woods, by 44 member states all of which appertained 

to the Allies of World War II. The aim was to agree on and establish a new economic 

system in order to prevent another great depression or even worse another world 

war. Notwithstanding, the primary goal of the Bretton Woods conference was the 

establishment of the United States as the arising superpower. After the creation of 

monetary and trade policies, the 44 countries designated the IMF as the supervisor of 
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these policies and essentially the organization accountable for crisis management in 

the domain of finance, along with the World Bank (IMF n.d.). 

Today the Fund counts 189 member states and its key objectives include economic 

cooperation, facilitation of trade, sustainable growth and even the reduction of global 

poverty. Its primal purpose though is the establishment and preservation of economic 

and monetary stability. According to IMF’s website “it does so in three ways: keeping 

track of the global economy and the economies of member countries; lending to 

countries with balance of payments difficulties; and giving practical help to members” 

(IMF n.d.). 

Besides its many functions and missions, the most important and popular one is its 

ability to assist nations in either external or internal financial difficulties. Along with 

the World Bank, IMF constitutes the world's primary shaper of the norms of the global 

economy, especially in the post-crisis era, or as the institution itself declares "the IMF 

has evolved along with the global economy […] allowing the organization to retain a 

central role within the international financial architecture".  

This demonstrates the ever-increasing expansion of the Fund's field of operation, from 

the global economy to social and even environmental issues. In this manner, the IMF 

managed to stay relevant in an era, when international financial institutions are 

confronted with a hail of criticism, particularly from critics of the neoliberal financial 

and political model. However, the influence and power that the organization 

possesses are indeed fundamental tools in addressing and tackling matters of 

inequality, poverty and global warming. 

To clarify how the IMF assists countries dealing with financial difficulties its processes 

must be described. When a country is faced with financial instability resulting either 

from external or internal factors, it deals with balance of payments problems, which 

cause the country to be unable to pay its international bills. This, in turn, creates a 

wide range of international financial problems that lead to economic instability, the 

number one reason for the IMF's foundation. At this point, the country in question has 

the option to turn to the IMF for assistance. The Fund will bail the country out via a 

lending agreement while ensuring the prevention of a subsequent crisis. The last part 

of this process is called crisis resolution and has emerged as a prominent action by the 

IMF following the global financial crisis. 

The agreement between in debt countries and the Fund usually includes a series of 

prerequisites, namely certain requirements that have to be met for a country to be 

qualified for IMF loans. Ultimately, the IMF and the government of the applicant 

country have to agree on the conditions of lending which usually in the words of 

Detraz and Peksen (2016) pertain to taxes, interest rates, currency devaluations, cuts 

in public spending and subsidies and privatizations. This process is called conditionality 

and forms the fundamental modus operandi of the institution concerning its lending 

procedure. To ensure the application of the conditions agreed upon, the Fund "shall 
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exercise firm surveillance” on specific policies according to its Articles of Agreement 

(2016).  

Once the country has complied with the terms of the organization, the lending process 

will initiate, granting the country the capacity to cope with its financial deficiencies. 

The role of the IMF thereafter is to closely monitor the country’s financial climate, 

attract other actors for financing the country by acting as a symbol of credibility and 

stability and prevent financial contagion. 

As a member of the UN family, IMF has also pledged to aid the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) including Goal 5, which refers to gender equality. In the 

aftermath of the international financial crisis of 2008, the institution began to actively 

endorse women's interests as part of the larger goals of economic growth and 

development. 

3.4.3.2 Research Subjects 

Christine Lagarde is the only female Managing Director of the Fund and her profile 

shall be presented in this chapter. 

Lagarde a lawyer by profession, politician and economist at last, has been many times 

the first woman in a male-dominated position. She took her first steps at the 

international law firm Baker & McKenzie in Paris, where by 1995 she had become the 

first female on the executive committee. Subsequently, she became the chairwoman 

of the executive committee in 1999 and reelected to this position in 2002. Two years 

later she became chairwoman of the global strategic committee. 

She joined the French government in 2005 as Minister of trade, then served briefly as 

Minister of agriculture before she was designated Minister of finance and economy in 

2007, again as the first woman to hold this prestigious political position. Eventually, 

she was elected as the Managing Director of the Fund and managed not only to 

overhaul financial standards, but also to be reelected in 2016 facing no opposition.  

Although her reputation as a strong gender equality advocate is great, there is 

insufficient information about Lagarde’s engagement in women's empowerment. 

Merely low-level advocacy of women's rights has been recorded concerning largely on 

the economic scope of women’s empowerment. Apart from this type of awareness-

raising, however, there is no particular evidence regarding an active involvement in 

the promotion of women's interests before her designation. 

The appointment of Christine Lagarde as the Managing Director of the Fund occurred 

amid a sexual scandal involving the former Managing Director Dominique Strauss-

Kahn and a large scale monetary crisis focused on European countries. As a 

consequence, the institution had to endure both internal and external crisis and 

experienced organizational instability, a situation which facilitated the election of the 

first female Managing Director of the IMF (Haack 2017). The circumstances 

demonstrated once again that females acquire a “hard” and masculine executive 

position in times of organizational crisis more easily than in its absence. 
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Taking into consideration her personal qualities as a successful, ascetic, fitness fanatic 

and capable financial minister of a powerful European country, Lagarde was 

contrasting both the immorality of her forerunner and the physical appearance of her 

competitor Agustin Carstens. She constituted the alternative profile of poor public 

images of male leaders and was the only candidate who would secure the domination 

of Europe in the financial industry during the ongoing crisis. 

It must be noted that her depiction by the media was unforeseen. Whereas according 

to Murray (as cited in Haack 2017) the appearance of female political figures is usually 

large and subverts their political objectives, the case of Lagarde was the exact 

opposite. Her illustration by the media amplified her nomination by supporting her 

political, intellectual and diplomatic skills and most importantly by not emphasizing 

her looks, marital status and private life, a standard media portrayal of women in 

politics. 

As the IMF’s Managing Director Lagarde affirmed the need for further female 

contribution to the economy and addressed the persisting legal constraints that 

women face, i.e. discriminatory tax systems and unavailable funding for maternity and 

paternity leave(IMF 2015a), outdated laws regarding the right to inherit and own 

property. Most notably, she integrated the promotion of women’s interests in IMF 

papers and blogs, often with her own contribution and turned the spotlight on the 

benefits of gender equality to the labour market, financial and monetary stability 

(Lagarde 2015; Lagarde and Ostry 2018). 

3.4.3.3 Policies 

As previously reported there are no isolated policies that promote gender equality or 

women’s rights within the scope of IMF. Quite the reverse, all of the institution’s 

operations from research to conditionality agreements and regular consultations 

encompass gender equality as an overall objective.  

Analytical work, policy analysis, data collection and research form the primary tools 

through which the Fund’s involvement in gender equality and women’s promotion 

occur, while capacity development and technical support on gender-related issues 

follow (IMFBlog 2017). The only practical measure taken exclusively by the IMF 

appears to be gender budgeting, although it has collaborated with several 

international institutions and civil society organizations (Christiansen et al. 2018). 

Nonetheless, the promotion of women’s interests will be explored through the 

presentation of the entire modus operandi of the Fund. 

After the detailed analysis of the three case studies, the findings of this research will 

be presented.  
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4. Findings  

4.1 Case study 1: UN Women  

4.1.1 16 Steps Policy Agenda 

On the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women in 2011 

Executive-Director Bachelet outlined a policy agenda for this aim. The agenda contains 

16 proposed steps to be taken in order to urge governments and other stakeholders 

to take action against gender-related violence. The policy focuses on prevention, 

protection and provision of services and is part of the 16 Days of Activism against 

Gender-Based Violence initiative, which occurs every year from November 25th until 

December 10th in a global scale and is endorsed by a large number of activists.  

According to the corporate evaluation on “The contribution of UN Women to prevent 

violence against women and expand access to services” (2013) the 16 Steps Policy 

Agenda was a proactive measure towards the elimination of gender-based violence 

that provided member states with practical guidance on violence against women (p. 

18). In addition, the webpage of the policy agenda refers extensively to the successes 

regarding each step distinctly, showing the progress made on prevention, protection 

and provision of services (UN Women 2011a).  

Bachelet not only outlined the agenda but also addressed the lack of political will and 

investment that undermine women’s rights. A significant element of the 16 steps is 

the inclusion of men and boys as mobilizers of gender-equality, something that seems 

to be typically elided from gender-related policies, plans, strategies or initiatives. 

What is more, a policy agenda to end violence targeting women may appear as self-

evident but a meticulous observation on international agendas and gender equality 

may reveal that, in fact, there is no consensus on the actions required for tackling the 

problem. As a result, Bachelet’s 16 steps policy agenda forms one of the initial efforts 

to design an all-encompassing plan for gender-based violence. Finally, the agenda 

managed to significantly raise awareness of violence against women and restore the 

issue’s relevance.  

4.1.2 COMMIT Initiative 

Under the 16 steps policy agenda COMMIT initiative was launched one year later, with 

the purpose to ask governments to make strong national commitments about ending 

violence against women. The Executive-Director emphasized the need for determined 

leadership and vigorous measures to eradicate gender-based violence and expressed 

her hope for new laws, provision of safe houses and hotlines, free health and legal aid 

to survivors, educational programmes on human rights, and increased numbers of 

women in politics among other things (Michelle Bachelet: International Day to End 

Violence against Women 2012).  

By the end of 2013 64 countries including the European Union, had joined the 

COMMIT initiative with commitments to pass new laws, create campaigns to raise 

awareness, increase educational programmes, provide both preventive and 

supportive services and deliver more accessible justice (UN Women 2013). The 
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initiative has its own webpage that reports extensively and in detail all commitments 

made by governments7.  

4.1.3 EU and UN Women Memorandum of Understanding 

In 2012 the European Union and UN Women signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

to enforce a partnership between the two organizations, developed to advance their 

cooperation on gender equality and women’s empowerment. The agreement secured 

the collective use of data, information, expertise and analysis and was focused on 

female representation in economics, justice and politics globally. Bachelet attended 

the ratification of the Memorandum and stressed the importance of women’s 

participation for sustainable development, peace and democracy (“New Partnership 

between the EU and UN Women to Enhance Gender Equality Worldwide” n.d.). The 

Memorandum is cited in the UN Women’s annual reports as part of the entity’s 

network of partners (UN Women 2012). The earliest programmes under the EU-UN 

Women partnership included the advancement of female participation in peace-

building and post-conflict operations in Kosovo, Liberia and Timor-Leste (UN Women 

2013; European Commission 2012).  

4.1.4 Strategic Plan 2011-2013 

The first Strategic Plan of UN Women was presented in the annual session of the 

Executive Board in 2011 and displayed the vision and the priorities of the entity. It was 

comprised of three frameworks, a development results framework, a management 

results framework and an integrated resources framework. The development results 

framework refers to the entity’s priorities and sets up the expected outcomes along 

with targets and indicators. The management results framework alludes to the 

organizational measures needed to support UN Women’s work and finally the 

integrated resources framework deals with the budget allocation of the Plan.  For the 

purposes of this research, solely the development results framework will be utilized. 

There are five thematic priorities in the Plan, identical to the priority areas of 

operations already described, and one managerial, the coordination of sufficient UN 

and intergovernmental support. The Plan also presents a set of driving principles that 

support UN Women in the implementation of its Plan.  

For the most part the Strategic Plan 2011-2013 seems non-specific in regard to the 

five priorities and their respective objectives. For example, referring to the increase of 

women’s access to economic opportunities the document is limited to proposals for 

more efficient legislations (UN Women 2011c, 16). There are not enough specified 

programmes that will be launched or at the minimum planned and as for the 

constitutional reform and the new legislations, these entail cooperation and approval 

from member states.  

Howbeit, concerning partners, collaborations and cooperation with other UN bodies, 

international or civil organizations, the Plan describes with high precision its 

 
7 Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/take-
action/commit/government-commitments 
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coordination with all other entities. Indeed, the first Plan reveals the entity’s 

commitment to achieve its goals by producing a detailed-oriented planning and 

incorporating coordination results and budget allocation.  

According to its second annual report (2012), UN Women had a strong presence in the 

most challenging issues that women faced that period, most notably in the outbreak 

of the Arab Spring and the pervasive financial distress. UN Women specifically 

supported women in politics in Tunisia during the country’s transition to democracy 

back in 2011 and achieved consensus for gender parity in candidates for Constituent 

Assembly elections through advocacy (UN Women 2011b, 11). Moreover, the entity 

promoted women’s vote in the parliamentary election of Egypt in 2011-2012 and 

managed to raise women’s electoral participation from 40% to 46% through television 

announcements and radio jingles during the elections (UN Women 2012, 9). These 

achievements can be considered as major steps for Arab States, where women’s rights 

are most vulnerable.  

The examined annual reports cite several programmes for economic inclusion and 

empowerment, mostly in developing countries such as Grenada, Rwanda, Tajikistan 

and Zimbabwe. A significant success was the informal cross-border trade 

programmes, which targeted females in 15 countries and advocate their labour right 

to be included in national plans while also communicating their concerns in global 

trade panels (UN Women 2011b).  

Violence against women seems to be the center of attention in the institution’s policy 

agenda. An early and productive step was the launch of the online platform “Virtual 

Knowledge Centre to End Violence against Women and Girls”8, where stakeholders 

can be informed and guided to create appropriate policies and training programmes 

(UN Women 2011b, 11). The Safe Cities initiative in collaboration with UN HABITAT, 

UNICEF and numerous civic groups has been employed in many cities that sexual 

harassment is widespread and helped to reduce it (UN Women 2012; Weston 2013).  

Nonetheless, the three annual reports tend to cite more programmes regarding 

advocacy than programmes that actually contribute to the reduction of gender-based 

violence. It is the belief of the researcher that though advocacy could play its part in 

the discussion for violence against women, it is not sufficient as a measure to help 

eradicate it. 

The institution engaged actively in the development of a UN inter-agency framework 

for the implementation of the Security Council resolution 1325 for women’s 

involvement in peace and security and helped women express their views on the 

matters of peace and security, through the organizing of open days (UN Women 

2011b). Furthermore, UN Women played an important role in countries experiencing 

conflict, for example Mali and countries in political shift like Libya, Syria or Yemen (UN 

Women 2013, 14). The entity worked together with the UN Peacebuilding Support 

 
8 Available at: https://www.endvawnow.org  
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Office to create the 7-Point Action Plan that was included in Secretary-General’s 

agenda for peace-building operations and can contribute to the implementation of 

resolution 1325 (UN Women 2012; Jenkins 2013). 

Regarding the making of plans and budget gender-responsive the reports show 

positive results with the organization assisting 65 countries by the end of 2013 (UN 

Women 2013) and the launch of the significant joint programme with UN Statistical 

Division, which facilitated the mainstreaming of gender statistics in national statistical 

systems (Bachelet 2012). 

Nevertheless, the evaluation of the 2011-2013 Strategic Plan can be defined as 

partially inadequate, due to the lack of baseline data, which resulted to the annual 

reports of the Executive-Director presenting progress against targets instead of 

baselines (MOPAN 2015). Overall the Plan can be seen as effective taking into 

consideration that it was the first strategy of the entity and its initial designing of its 

agenda. 

4.1.5 UN Women ad series 

The ad series was a digital campaign named “The Autocomplete Truth” that was 

developed as a creative idea for the entity by Memac Ogilvy & Mather Dubai. It 

emphasized the persisting manifestation of every-day sexism. Both images and videos 

were created and distributed both in billboards and throughout the web. The 

campaign featured, through short duration YouTube videos, the most popular auto-

completed google results when typing the phrase “women should” (dated 9 March, 

2013).  

The results presented were fraught with sexist stereotypical remarks regarding 

negative societal expectations for females. These series made a clear statement about 

sexism and specifically gender discriminations that exist in today’s digital era. Using its 

own hashtag -#womenshould- the campaign initiated a global online conversation 

about gender inequality and prejudiced attitudes towards women.  

As stated by numerous media (CNN, MSNBC, BBC, The Guardian, Elle, etc.) and 

according to internet views the success of the campaign was immense with plentiful 

mass media coverage. Furthermore, the campaign had a total of 1.2 billion 

impressions9, 24 million twitter mentions and 600 mentions in the media while it was 

declared as the “Most Shared Ad of 2013” by the Adweek (Memac Ogilvy 2013). Given 

these points, the ad series had a completely constructive impact, for they called 

attention to gender inequality in an age that a conversation about it may be perceived 

as irrelevant or unnecessary, because of the misconception that women experience 

equality as the world progresses at a fast pace (International Women’s Day 2018).  

4.1.6 Global Gender Equality Constitutional Database 

In 2013 and supported by the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), UN 

Women launched a distinctive database that comprises constitutional provisions 

 
9 The act of rendering on a user’s screen. 
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related to women’s rights from 194 countries including both UN member states and 

observers. The provisions are available in English and their language of origin, with a 

total of 75 languages. The constitutions can be searched by country, keywords and 24 

categories.  

The webpage offers the ability to perform quantitative research through an interactive 

dashboard, which enables a professional and thorough investigation. It also provides 

a systematic and comprehensive codebook for the Constitutional Database that 

presents 24 categories with their respective criteria as well as their respective CEDAW 

articles, recommendation from the CEDAW Committee and 2030 Sustainable Agenda 

targets (UN Women Leadership and Governance Section 2016).  

Its benefits include the examination of legal provisions through a gender lens that 

allows stakeholders to identify the protection, guarantee or instead the denial of 

women’s rights (Chakrabarti and Grobeisen 2013). Moreover, the database forms the 

first effort to map and compare constitutional data from a variety of regions. 

Interested parties, such as advocates for gender equality, independent human rights 

bodies, judicial bodies, activists, academics, policy makers and other potential users 

have an aggregate repository, where they can be consulted. 

According to the opinions expressed in a symposium by UN Women and OHCHR in 

2016 concerning the usage of the database by students and professors from the 

University of Chicago Law School, University of Pennsylvania Law School, Columbia 

University’s School of International and Public Affairs and the University of Milan, the 

Global Gender Equality Constitutional Database constitutes an operant tool for policy 

making, evaluation and interpretation of constitutional laws (UN Women 2016).  

4.1.7 Elsie Initiative 

The Elsie Initiative Fund for uniformed women in Peace operations (Elsie Initiative) 

was announced in 2017 by the Government of Canada as a measure to increase female 

participation in UN peacekeeping operations. It took its name from Canadian Elsie 

MacGill, the first woman to receive an aeronautical engineering degree in the world 

and a women’s rights activist. The project was officially launched in March 2019 by UN 

Women in collaboration with the Government of Canada, the office of the UN 

Secretary-General, the UN Department of Peace Operations, and the UN Development 

Programme’s Multi-Partner Trust Fund Office. It received an initial $15 million from 

the state of Canada as Netherlands, United Kingdom and Finland followed with the 

contributions of €3 million, £1 million and €1 million respectively. 

At the event of the announcement Mlambo-Ngcuka along with UN Special 

Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict Pramila Patten accentuated the need for 

more women in peacekeeping operations, in order to ensure that conflict-related 

sexual violence will be addressed and counteracted. The two executives welcomed 

Canada’s initiative and brought the attention to the ramifications that low female 

participation has in the UN’s effectiveness. 

The Elsie Initiative objectives are the following: 



28 
 

❖ Support the development of a systematic approach to deploy more women in 

peace operations. 

❖ Design tailored technical assistance support for countries that contribute 

peacekeepers to ensure the right conditions are in place for the deployment 

of women. 

❖ Provide assistance to designated UN missions to improve their ability to 

support and benefit from women’s increased participation in peace 

operations. Canada will provide $6 million toward this goal. 

❖ Launch a global fund to support the deployment of women peacekeepers. 

Canada will provide $15 million to establish this fund. 

❖ Monitor and evaluate so the Elsie Initiative can be adjusted as needed and help 

build a solid base of evidence for the development of a more comprehensive 

approach that could be fully integrated within the UN peacekeeping system 

(Government of Canada 2017). 

No annual report refers to the Elsie Initiative, therefore its relevance will be evaluated 

by drawing on resources outside UN Women too, such as the Geneva Centre for 

Security Sector Governance (DCAF) and the Multi-partner Trust Fund Office Gateway 

of UN Development Group (UNDP). Its efficacy will not be assessed due to its recent 

date of launch. 

As of 2019 only 5% of UN peacekeeping operations’ personnel are women. This means 

that males comprise about 95% and despite the calls made to the Secretary-General 

by the Security Council resolution 2242 in 2015 to introduce a strategy that would 

double the number of females in UN police and military troops (UN Security Council 

2015), progress remains slow with the number increased from 3.9% to 5.4% (UN 

Women 2019c; Ghittoni, Lehouck, and Watson 2018). 

In this context, the present study considers the Elsie Initiative one of the most relevant 

in terms of women’s interests as it can contribute to multiple areas of interest 

including participation in the armed forces, eradication of gender-based violence 

related to conflict and post-conflict situations, incorporation of female perspectives in 

male dominated areas, creation of new professional opportunities for women and 

increase of female participation in leadership positions. 

Nevertheless, DCAF published a baseline study concerning the initiative (2018) that 

describes in great detail the barriers that women face in joining the peacekeeping 

operations and conclude that deployed initiatives have had minor effects on this 

regard (p. 47). What is more, the study addresses the significance of country 

contextualization, since each country presents with different barriers for women 

(Ghittoni, Lehouck, and Watson 2018). While the publication highlights the adversities 

faced by Elsie Initiative it also provides a systematic set of recommendations 

necessary for tangible results. 
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The programming as of today is still in its early stages with the development and 

submission of proposals to the Fund Secretariat to take place in January 2020 and the 

final approval and disbursement to initiate in late February 2020 (Watson 2019). 

Consequently, evaluations and results will be available in the future. However, it is the 

author’s belief that Elsie Initiative is a promising project that targets sectors, which 

are likely to be underrepresented in gender equality and women’s empowerment 

action plans. 

4.1.8 HeForShe solidarity movement 

HeForShe is a solidarity campaign designed to encourage males to participate in the 

battle for gender equality. It was launched in 2014 by UN Women in an event at UN 

headquarters that hosted UN Women Goodwill Ambassador and actress Emma 

Watson, the face and spokesperson of the campaign. Her speech was broadly featured 

in social media and helped reach the initial goal of 100.000 mobilized men in just three 

days. Prominent men supporting the cause include among others former US President 

Barack Obama, former Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, and current Secretary-General 

António Guterres. 

The movement’s website consists of the pledge men can take to support women in 

achieving gender equality, a map which indicates the number of pledges taken 

worldwide and keeps track of the progress made, and the impact page where high-

profile men, universities, and corporations are featured. Additionally, there are annual 

impact reports which present with a variety of implemented policies and actions by 

corporate units, UN, civil society and individuals to accelerate gender equality based 

on a “how to” approach. 

The core idea behind the project is to activate males to join the movement of gender 

equality and, above all, to promote men’s and boys’ involvement (UN Women 2014), 

in contrast to the concept of misandry, which is occasionally related to women’s 

rights’ violation or gender inequality, especially when the latter is perceived as an 

explicitly female concern. 

One year after the inauguration of HeForShe, IMPACT 10x10x10 was introduced to 

draw more attention to the cause and employ decision makers, corporations and 

universities as agents of change. IMPACT Champions make gender equality an 

institutional priority and their successes are presented and celebrated every year in 

UN General Assembly’s meeting (UN Women USA n.d.). 

As stated in the last annual reports of UN Women (2018; 2019) the initiative has met 

several successes in the national and local levels ranging from the annulation of 3.500 

child marriages in Malawi to award winning Georgian campaign for neutral language, 

while it reached 1.7 billion individual commitments by early 2019.  

The overall impact of the campaign can be considered as highly creative and effective, 

for it embraces men as equally affected by and involved in the gender equality agenda, 

thus generating a productive environment for change. It is noteworthy that most of 

the gender equality agendas do not in any way include male individuals except as a 
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part of the problem. The issues that arise from this approach are broad and have led 

to the equalization of feminism with man-hating (Young 2016). A new approach that 

encompasses men and boys will be of greater value, in order to intercommunicate 

inequalities and discover solutions. 

In spite of its achievements, HeForShe has received its share of criticism. Some 

(InsideMan 2014; McCarthy 2014) find the name of the campaign problematical as it 

seems to replicate the very same stereotypes that it wishes to eliminate. In particular, 

it portrays male dominance over victimized females by the arrangement of He before 

She, as well as the display of male necessity represented by the use of For. 

Consequently, it does not take into consideration the non-binary stance too. 

Moreover, as McCarthy (2014) observed, the issues addressed by the campaign do not 

take into account general gender equality matters, but instead are focused on first 

world problems and privileged women’s issues. What is more questionable though, is 

the actual inclusion of men and boys, when HeForShe does not refer to any forms of 

gender inequalities faced by males. Lastly, Roxane Gay (as cited in Segran 2015) argues 

that gender inequality is so ethically contemptible that there should be no need for 

invitation or mobilization to support equality in the first place, a case that, indeed, 

renders gender equality optional. 

4.1.9 Generation Equality campaign 

The Generation Equality campaign was initiated in 2019 with the purpose of uniting 

young activists and their Beijing Platform for Action counterparts, creating a 

multigenerational approach to the Platform’s demands yet to be satisfied. Principal 

goals of the campaign are the following: 

❖ Equal pay 

❖ Equal sharing of unpaid care and domestic work 

❖ End of sexual harassment and all forms of violence against women and girls  

❖ Appropriate health care services  

❖ Equal participation in political life and decision-making in all areas of life (UN 

Women 2019a). 

The campaign marks the 25th anniversary of the Beijing Platform for Action scheduled 

to take place in 2020 by the 64th session of the Commission on the Status of Women 

and comprises monthly action packs that feature creative ideas for action as well as 

inspirational stories. The main idea is to undertake small actions that can have impact 

such as learning and sharing knowledge, and drawing attention on equality via social 

media. Its webpage also displays infographics and individual experiences that 

contribute in women’s empowerment and gender equality along with a document 

proposing small actions for each respective objective. 

All things considered, the campaign is a positive scheme for young activists because it 

utilizes tools more amiable and usable by younger generations. In this way, adolescent 
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and young individuals can be engaged in the promotion of gender equality. Finally, it 

calls upon both girls and boys to be involved in a way similar to the HeForShe initiative. 

Due to the campaign’s recent kickoff there are no available evaluations yet. 

4.1.10 She Will Connect joint initiative  

Intel Corporation joined forces with UN Women in 2014 in order to advance African 

women economically and socially via a digital literacy programme called She Will 

Connect. The target was to connect 5 million young females to the Internet and 

provide them with digital knowledge in the region of sub-Saharan Africa in a three-

year period. UN Women’s Executive-Director addressed the need for equality in ICT 

access and its relevance to problems such as economic disparities and poverty 

welcoming the initiative.  

The programme was launched in response to Women and the Web report (2012) 

results, which stated that females are 43% less likely to be online than males in sub-

Saharan Africa (p. 23). Accordingly, the initiative deployed strategies in Kenya, Nigeria 

and South Africa in partnership with UN Women, other institutions, and local NGOs, 

as part of Intel’s CSR strategy under three components: 

❖ Digital Literacy Skills 

❖ Peer Network and Gender Relevant Content  

❖ Income Generation Opportunity  

Nearly three years after its launch the programme reached over 1.3 million females in 

Africa of whom 200 thousand received face-to-face training (Intel Corporation 2017). 

Many women managed to upgrade their businesses or find employment and be more 

involved in political decisions (Intel Corporation 2017). However, the goal of 5 million 

women was not met in three years and the number of beneficiaries was extremely 

small as compared to the original aim. The attainment of the 5 million women goal 

was celebrated in late 2018 by Intel at a gala in South Africa (ACWICT 2018). 

Initiatives in collaboration with the private sector, such as the aforementioned one, 

can be pivotal in the dissemination of operant policies, while increasing the 

proliferation of ideas that are crucial for galvanizing more people in the struggle for 

gender equality. In this regard, private sector can be utilized as a tool of both financial 

and social support for international organizations, because of its existing impact on 

societies which can be exploited for gender equality and women’s rights advocacy. 

Intel’s programme is of great significance, especially if the receiving countries and 

their particular socio-economic status are taken into consideration.  

A crucial issue that should be considered and examined in the context of the initiative 

is women’s and girls’ online security including cyber bullying, plus the recently 

expanding arena of cyber-violence against women through the social media. As the 

UN Broadband Commission for Digital Development Working Group on broadband 

and Gender (as cited in Inter-Parliamentary Union 2016) pointed out, three quarters 

of female internet users have been subjected to cyber-violence of some form globally 
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(p. 6). These matters should be incorporated in gender-related ICT actions, in order to 

ensure the proper internet use and the prevention of digital violence. 

4.1.11 Actions and Initiatives to end violence against women   

UN Women has been working endlessly to eliminate all forms of violence directed to 

women and girls. For this purpose, the entity has inaugurated a large number of 

initiatives ranging from advocacy to strategic actions aimed at both preventing 

violence and supporting victims.  

The Spotlight Initiative, launched in partnership with the European Union in 2017, 

constitutes the largest investment made to fight gender-based violence according to 

Mlambo-Ngcuka, launched with an initial commitment of €500 million from the EU 

(“Spotlight Initiative: To Eliminate Violence against Women and Girls. Terms of 

Reference” 2017). The chief objective is the eradication of all violence against women 

and girls by 2030. As displayed on its website10 the initiative contains six main pillars 

of action:  

❖ Laws and policies 

❖ Institutions 

❖ Prevention  

❖ Services  

❖ Data 

❖ Women’s movements 

It’s the first systematized action for interventions that cover a broad range of issues 

either directly or secondarily related to gender-based violence and encompasses SDG 

5 Gender Equality and SDG 16 Peace Justice and Strong Institutions, promoting hence 

the UN’s 2030 agenda. What’s more remarkable is the focus on Asia, Africa, Latin 

America, the Pacific, and the Caribbean regions (Martin Ruiz De Gordejuela, Adeboye, 

and Wunder 2019), to wit the emphasis on the countries in greater need and the 

exclusion of the first world problems from the agenda.  

The project has published already two annual reports (2018; 2019) according to which 

numerous programmes have been deployed to address and tackle the problem of 

violence against women with special focus on the issues of femicide, trafficking, sexual 

and labour exploitation and most importantly domestic violence and harmful 

practices. In addition the initiative contributes to the collection of reliable data 

(Spotlight Initiative 2019).  

The number of plans and programmes is large enough to render the initiative’s 

examination impossible in the context of this study, while most of them are still in 

progress, making their complete evaluation difficult. Nonetheless, Spotlight Initiative 

 
10 https://spotlightinitiative.org/  



33 
 

is the first of its kind in terms of range and funding and is expected to achieve concrete 

results in the elimination of gender-based violence.  

Safe Cities Global Initiative is another creative project to prevent violence against 

females, inform them about risk factors that can be identified in various places, and 

create a safer environment for them in several cities where sexual harassment 

prevails. By 2017 it has been located in 27 countries from both developing and 

developed countries (UN Women 2017), and in early 2019 it published a compendium 

of the best practices that presents successful actions towards the elimination of public 

insecurity and sexual harassment. 

Under this initiative UN Women partnered with Microsoft and created a Global 

Mapping Project, which explores the capabilities of mobile access in the prevention, 

record and response to public sexual harassment (UN Women et al. 2013).  

Last but not least, every year in the context of International Day for the Elimination of 

Violence against Women the organization addresses a different and distinctive subject 

pertaining to gender-based violence through advocacy and the utilization of social 

media. Under the 16 Days of Activism in 2018 the theme “Orange the World: 

#HearMeToo” inspired by global movements, gave the chance to violence survivors to 

share their stories and experiences as well as to women’s right’s advocates and 

activists to be featured and express their views. Isolated actions took place in several 

countries including Moldova, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Uganda and Jordan under UN 

Women (UN Women 2018b). 

In 2019 the theme will involve Generation Equality and will be called “Orange the 

World: Generation Equality Stands against Rape!”. The theme should be considered 

as highly relevant since the discourse about rape culture and the persistent mindsets 

that persevere in this concept become increasingly present. Moreover, this year’s 

theme will engage in a public conversation to raise awareness about consent and rape 

as a weapon of war (United Nations Trust Fund to End Violence against Women 2019), 

in order to increase public understanding on the need for the provision of better and 

more accessible services to the victims. 

Themes of previous years were also significant but the older they were they tend to 

feature more generalized subjects, for example 2017 theme was “Leave No One 

Behind: End Violence against Women and Girls” while 2014 theme was “Orange YOUR 

Neighbourhood”.  

4.2 Case study 2: UNESCO 

4.2.1 Medium-Term Strategy 2008-2013 

Gender equality became UNESCO’s global priority in 2007 and came into force in 2008 

within the Medium-Term Strategy 2008-2013 under former Director-General Koichiro 

Matsuura (UNESCO 2018c). Consequently, Bokova’s term of office commenced by the 

execution of the gender policies incorporated in the aforementioned Strategy.  
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The 34 C/4 document constitutes the first attempt of UNESCO to effectively address 

the issue of gender inequality and integrate it into the organization's agenda as a 

global priority along with Africa. According to the 34 C/4 document (2008), these two 

priorities had adopted a human-rights approach while gender inequality was to be 

resolved through women’s empowerment and gender mainstreaming, a scheme that 

incorporates the gender perspective in policy-making. Furthermore, internal actions 

towards gender equality were presented by supporting equal opportunities and 

increasing the number of women in the Secretariat, with the intention to achieve 

parity by 2015. Although this was an ambitious document in terms of the numerous 

initiatives and programmes referred to therein (UNESCO 2008),  only a part of these 

is mentioned in the reports and results published after its implementation (UNESCO 

2013c; 2015a; Forss, Torggler, and Sediakina-Rivière, 2013; Global Education 

Monitoring Report Team 2015; 2014; UNESCO 2013b). 

Women’s promotion was recognized as a means towards sustainable development 

and gender equality, and for the first time, it was included in the policy-making 

process, with regard to the Millennium Development Goals. However, it should be 

noted that, unlike the SDGs, their precursors were by no means as wide-ranging and 

inclusive about gender issues. In fact, the MDG no. 3 entitled “Promote gender 

equality and empower women” had only one target, the achievement of gender parity 

in primary and secondary education whereas SDG no. 5 entitled “Achieve gender 

equality and empower all women and girls” encompasses six targets along with 

respective indicators. Nonetheless, the inclusion of gender equality as a priority issue 

was undoubtedly the first step towards resolute action for women’s promotion.  

The Medium-Term Strategy 2008-2013 is divided into three biennial agendas each 

incorporating the programme and budgeting of the actions that were to be taken. 

Gender equality was integrated in each of the five major programmes. 

UNESCO managed to incorporate gender mainstreaming in all its areas of interest, 

despite its financial difficulties (UNESCO 2013c; 2015a), and achieved numerous goals 

in this direction. Firstly, gender equality was established as a fundamental objective 

of the organization, one which continues to date. Additionally, every action or 

programme started to be seen through a gender lens, hence leading to the prevalence 

of gender initiatives which were absent in previous documents. Compulsory training 

on gender mainstreaming has been provided to all programme sectors at 

Headquarters (UNESCO 2013c), while numerous partnerships also emerged in order 

to assist UNESCO in the attainment of gender equality. 

However, while gender is highly prevalent in the document, the term’s use could be 

described as generic and non-specific due to the fact that particular initiatives or plans 

constitute the minority of policies (Forss, Torggler, and Sediakina-Rivière, 2013). 

Furthermore, gender equality, though a global priority, formulates only about 10% of 

the 34 C/4 document with solely one page and one box dedicated to it. Another 

concern relates to the budget allocation among the major programmes with 

communication and information spending 28.9% of the priority budget, while culture 



35 
 

only 6.5%. Finally, the existing problem of limited resources constitutes a major 

obstacle (Forss, Torggler, and Sediakina-Rivière, 2013; UNESCO 2015a). 

To begin with, under the education programme, gender parity was achieved in more 

countries than before as the number increased from 36 to 62 since 2000 (Global 

Education Monitoring Report Team 2015). However, less than half of the countries 

accomplished the stated goal of gender parity in primary and secondary education by 

2015, of which none was from the region of sub-Saharan Africa (Global Education 

Monitoring Report Team 2015). In the primary level, disparity was 40% in 2014 with 

girls representing 80% of the cases (Global Education Monitoring Report Team 2014). 

Nonetheless, in secondary education enrollment increased by 27% on a global scale 

with girls representing 52% of this figure (Global Education Monitoring Report Team 

2015), a fact that shows medium-level progress. Attention must be paid to the reverse 

disparities in tertiary education affecting young males, an issue yet to be covered in 

organizational strategic planning in relation to gender equality. 

What is more, literacy rates increased, be it in a low scale, with women accounting for 

2/3 of illiterate adults, a trend that persevered since 2000 (Global Education 

Monitoring Report Team 2015). For example, South and West Asia as well as sub-

Saharan Africa’s half female population can neither write nor read (Global Education 

Monitoring Report Team 2015) while, although LIFE initiative had been implemented 

for six years in 2012, 42 countries were “identified as being at risk of not achieving the 

2015 goal of a 50% increase in youth and adult literacy rates” (Forss, Torggler, and 

Sediakina-Rivière, 2013, 21). However, a large number of literacy programmes were 

undertaken in low-income countries from Africa and South Asia, whereas in 

Afghanistan the Programme for Enhancement of Literacy benefitted 129,522 females 

(UNESCO 2015a). 

Training seminars and programmes were also launched in several African countries 

under the IICBA, while TVET programmes were carried out by Tanzania and some Arab 

Gulf states (UNESCO 2015a). Education programmes on sexuality and HIV were 

conducted in Viet Nam and Tanzania with both students and teachers as beneficiaries 

(UNESCO 2015a), and 21 member states in total received gender-sensitive education 

on the matter (UNESCO 2013c). Nevertheless, EFA reports (2014; 2015) suggest that, 

in spite of progress in terms of knowledge about HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa, other 

factors, most notably lack of human and women’s rights, have detrimental effects on 

girls’ sexual and reproductive education.  

Secondly, in the programme of natural sciences, the two reports from the Director-

General on the achievements on gender equality and women's empowerment (2013; 

2015) display promising evidence with several programmes and initiatives promoting 

girls and women in science.  

The UNESCO-IHE Institute for Water Education has been involved in addressing the 

link between gender inequality and water and has, therefore, built capacity-

development programmes, enrolled a large number of females in its short M.Sc. and 
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Ph.D. programmes whilst incorporating the gender dimension in its publications 

(UNESCO 2013c). The institute had a leading role in the first attempts of gender policy 

formulation in sciences through the linking of SDG 5 gender equality and SDG 6 water 

and sanitation, which provided the opportunity for women, to gain knowledge in 

controlling and preserving water resources.  

Moreover, the promotion of female scientists was accomplished through the UNESCO-

L’Oréal For Women in Science programme, which rewarded distinguished female 

researchers and scientists with a large number of fellowships and awards and actively 

supported women in Africa by providing regional programmes and fellowships in 

science and engineering (UNESCO 2013c). It also provided intellectual prizes for 

outstanding scientists through other partnership programmes particularly in low-

income countries (UNESCO 2015a). Women scientists thus acquired more 

opportunities and were enabled to act as role models for younger girls. 

Furthermore, the publication of UNESCO’s Local and Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

(LINKS) programme regarding the knowledge and practice of traditional medicine led 

to the establishment of the regional net of Supporting Traditional Medicinal 

Knowledge in the Indian Ocean SIDS in which women traditional healers make up for 

55% (UNESCO 2013c). The organization achieved its aim to underline the role of 

women in preserving indigenous knowledge. 

Thirdly, the most significant initiative under the umbrella of human sciences was the 

Management of Social Transformation (MOST) Programme, a research programme 

introduced in 1994 to promote policy improvement and act as a link between 

research, policy, and practice. MOST Intergovernmental Council underlined two main 

priorities in 2011: social inclusion and social transformation. As women are the most 

affected by poverty, migration, social inequalities and social exclusion, a fact that 

emphasizes the need for gender-based policy-making and research, MOST 

programme run several activities to enhance female inclusiveness in public policy-

making and secure the presence of gender-based research (UNESCO 2013b). To this 

end, the “Programme for the assessment of the level of inclusiveness of public 

policies” was designed to evaluate inclusiveness at the levels of constitution, 

legislation, policy content and formulation, and institutional mechanisms (UNESCO 

2013b).  

Another social science-related issue, namely climate change and its effects, was 

identified as another gender-related area of interest and three projects were 

undertaken in the Caribbean, the Sahel and the Pacific.  

The problem of racism and discrimination was also tackled in several cities around the 

world through the “Ten-Point Plan of Action”, while migration was managed with joint 

programmes and UNESCO’s support to emphasize women’s integration and respect 

for their cultural diversity (UNESCO 2013b). Female migrants were targeted by 

gender-specific programmes particularly in India (UNESCO 2013c).  
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Plentiful publications were also used to provide information and raise awareness on 

gender-based inequalities and violence whereas the necessity of gender-related data 

and research was highlighted in regional workshops about policy dialogue in 

Indonesia, Kenya, Malaysia, Panama, and Thailand (UNESCO 2015a). However, data 

analysis, publications and infographics can be considered non-interventional 

approaches that offer neither effective nor prompt results.  

Last but not least, female inclusion in sports and physical education was promoted by 

the International Conference of Ministers and Senior Officials Responsible for Physical 

Education (MINEPS V) in 2013  and was encompassed in the Declaration of Berlin 

(UNESCO 2013b; MINEPS and UNESCO 2013).  

As far as culture is concerned, according to the Internal Oversight Service (IOS) (2013), 

several gender-specific programmes were implemented between 2012 and 2013. 

Such programmes were adopted within the MDG-F Culture in Development initiative 

in partnership with other UN agencies, which incorporated the inclusion of gender 

equality in national policy-making in Ecuador, Nicaragua and Morocco as well as 

female cultural entrepreneurship in China (UNESCO 2013b; 2013c; 2015a). Special 

programmes that targeted specific activities through gender and culture were 

implemented in Azerbaijan and Cuba, and capacity-building activities were enhanced 

in Mali with the construction of a dyeing factory in Bamako (UNESCO 2013c).  

Museums also played a significant role in gender mainstreaming and gender-related 

programmes. On the one hand, quite a number of projects related to museums were 

initiated in Norway, Viet Nam, Japan and some African countries (UNESCO 2013b; 

Forss, Torggler, and Sediakina-Rivière, 2013). Nevertheless, IOS reported (2013) that 

the results regarding gender mainstreaming were negative towards this end. Positive 

results were found in capacity-building and the World Heritage Convention’s gender 

balance (UNESCO 2015a). Despite the absence of appropriate funding, the culture 

sector did succeed in some of its endeavors, though their relevance may be 

questioned due to anticipated results and policy inconsistency (Forss, Torggler, and 

Sediakina-Rivière, 2013). 

Regarding the communication and information programme, the most important 

component is perhaps the creation of the Gender Sensitive Indicators for Media 

(GSIM), which included the addressing of female issues in the media, appropriate 

policies to deal with them, and capacity-building activities for professionals (Forss, 

Torggler, and Sediakina-Rivière, 2013). The UN Plan of Action on the Safety of 

Journalists and the Issue of Impunity in South Sudan, Iraq, Pakistan, and Nepal was a 

groundbreaking tool for tackling violence against female journalists while Gender in 

Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) enhanced women’s representation in the 

technology sector (UNESCO 2013c).  

Open Access (OA) was employed as a tool to foster female access to information and 

knowledge along with Open Education Resources (OER) and FOSS while “Women 
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Make the News” initiative was launched to promote gender equality in the media and 

helped women to be heard (UNESCO 2013b).  

Although UNESCO is the only specialized agency mandated to be involved in 

communication information and gender, capacity-building activities often have not 

reached their gender-related objectives (Forss, Torggler, and Sediakina-Rivière, 2013) 

and that is something that the organization should take into account when evaluating 

its policies. Besides in the Director-General’s report (2013a) the mensuration of 

“advocacy work” is identified as the major challenge in the sector of communication 

and information. 

4.2.2 Priority Gender Equality Action Plan 2014-2021 

The second Gender Equality Action Plan was designed by the 37th General Conference 

in 2014 and can be regarded as the subsequent policy and a companion document of 

Medium-Term Strategy 2014-2021. The 37 C/4 document shows clearly that the 

agency capitalized on the lessons learned from the previous action plan through the 

enhancement of consistency with other UN agencies', objectives, and a better 

definition of its actions (UNESCO 2014a). Moreover, interdisciplinary actions taken by 

the 34 C/4 and 36 C/5 documents were replaced to be more flexible and specific in 

programme implementation (UNESCO 2014a, 12). 

Therefore GEAP II can be characterized as more coherent and explicit towards its 

goals, through the 37 C/4 document (2014a), which comprises even more objectives 

and “a peace-, sustainable development and human rights-based approach”(p. 17) in 

contrast with the solely human rights-based approach of the 34 C/4 document. In 

addition, GEAP II is in full alignment with the Operational Strategy on Priority Africa 

after the recommendations of IOS (2013).  

More specifically, GEAP II reduced the number of expected results so both the 

implementation and monitoring could be achievable. It was designed in full alignment 

with the programme and budget document 37 C/5, provided a comprehensible 

definition of gender equality so all members of the staff could comprehend their 

sector’s approach towards gender equality and finally introduced the gender marker 

system for the tracking of resources allocated to gender equality (UNESCO 2013a, 10). 

Again the focus was placed on the least developed countries, SIDS, youth, and 

countries in transition (UNESCO 2014a, 16). 

Furthermore, gender equality was again targeted through gender mainstreaming and 

gender-specific programming (UNESCO 2013a) but this time both approaches were 

explicitly outlined. In GEAP II the methodology of gender mainstreaming was taught 

by the Division for Gender Equality in the Office of the Director-General (ODG/GE) as 

part of its capacity-building programme while the aims of gender-specific programmes 

were better clarified (UNESCO 2013a, 15). Training by the ODG/GE was available for 

the staff to help them integrate gender concerns to their sector, while the mapping of 

existing expertise on gender equality was programmed and the development of a 

gender equality knowledge base was mentioned (UNESCO 2013a, 18–19). 
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Intersectoral partnerships were once again part of UNESCO’s policy both with other 

UN bodies and private partners.  

Finally, the lack of an objective regarding gender-based violence, the preservation of 

stereotypical representations of both females and males as well as the dearth of 

female leadership in the organization’s positions of responsibility were identified as 

major drawbacks of the previous gender equality agenda and thus were embraced as 

the plan’s focus areas for coordination (UNESCO 2013a, 23).  

In respect to training, two reports (2013c; 2015a) state it as a policy that experiences 

gradual improvement in terms of numbers and areas of concentration. In particular, 

11 training sessions on gender equality in Headquarters and 2 in countries’ offices 

happened between 2016 and 2017 with the attendance of 156 women from the 

organization and 50 from the field (UNESCO Director-General 2015, 3). “Gender 

equality clinics” were launched by the ODG/GE as a state-of-the-art training method, 

in order to provide customized training on gender equality mainstreaming to staff 

members (UNESCO 2015a; UNESCO Director-General 2015).  

GEAP II was once again an ambitious policy, its implementation reports, however, did 

not denote results regarding all the initiatives it encompassed. 

To begin with, concerning education, literacy programmes were undertaken in several 

countries including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Cambodia, Chad, Mauritania, 

Mozambique, Nepal, South Sudan, Timor-Leste and Togo (UNESCO 2015a, 3). With 

regard to the promotion of gender equality in access, content and outcomes UNESCO 

generated publications that address gender barriers regarding access to top 

management positions, while in Viet Nam and Tanzania the issues of HIV and gender-

based violence were approached via research, trainings and creative initiatives 

(UNESCO 2015a, 3–4). Violence continued to form a major feature in organized events 

with the purpose of raising awareness of its effects on girls’ prevention from accessing 

education (UNESCO 2016). 

Additionally, in the 39 C/INF.12 (2015) the mainstreaming of gender in education was 

enhanced by initiatives in both formal and informal sectors, which were mentioned in 

detail for the first time in a report by the Director-General (2015a). Examples of 

success were found in Guatemala, Jordan, Nepal, South Sudan and Tanzania with 

many girls and women accessing education and literacy programmes. The 

organization supported 80 countries to create gender equity in educational 

environments and thorough sexual education (UNESCO Director-General 2015, 4).  

With regard to natural sciences, the promotion of women scientists as role models 

continued through the L’Oréal UNESCO “For Women in Science” programme, which 

expanded its national and regional programmes providing fellowships to 217 and 24 

individuals respectively (UNESCO 2015a, 4). The awards of the programme named 15 

laureates and 45 rising talents in science in the years between 2015 and 2017 

(UNESCO Director-General 2015, 5). Along with OWSD and the Elsevier Foundation 
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Awards for Early-Career Women Scientists in the Developing World 370 women were 

benefitted in their pursuit of a science career (UNESCO 2016, 126). 

Capacity-building was also achieved through programmes, particularly in the least 

developed countries. The Nairobi office assisted 576 females in the field of STEM in 

Kenya, while Mexico created capacity-building programmes for female apiculturists 

(UNESCO 2015a, 4). The TeachHer master class in Ethiopia provided teachers with 

training “on the importance of meeting girls' needs for education in science,  

technology,  engineering, arts and design, and math (STEAM)” (UNESCO Director-

General 2015, 5).  

On the contrary, the participation of women as scientists and knowledge holders in 

the resolution of global environmental issues was not achieved especially in terms of 

indigenous knowledge. No reports display evidence of such accomplishments except 

for document 38 C/INF.14 (2015a) which referred to the participation of 4 older 

women in acquiring expertise as qualified solar engineers (p. 4). The only action 

towards the goal mentioned above was the organization’s participation in the French 

Senate's round table «Women and the Fight against Climate Change”.  

As to the aim of data collection, UNESCO launched in 2015 the STEM and Gender 

Advancement SAGA project. Sweden provided funding for the first three years of 

operation of the project, with the primary objective being the supply of tools to policy-

makers, in order to implement and monitor gender equality in Science, Technology 

and Innovation (STI) via collecting sex-disaggregated data for policies (UNESCO 2015a; 

UNESCO Director-General 2015; “STEM and Gender Advancement (SAGA)” 2017). 

Furthermore, surveys were conducted in several African countries through which STI 

policies that promote gender equality were collected (UNESCO Director-General 

2015).  

Concerning social and human sciences, the relevant programme is the least 

mentioned in all the documents. Only the 38 C/INF.14 report (2015a) cites several 

activities towards gender equality under the programme at hand. Policy dialogues 

took place in Indonesia, Kenya, Malaysia, Panama, and Thailand concerning the policy 

approaches on social inclusion, data gaps and opportunities (UNESCO 2015a), while 

recommendations to end violence against the most disadvantaged women and men 

were successfully included in the Chinese Family violence draft law (UNESCO 2016). 

Additionally, community radios targeting particularly female migrants were set up in 

India while gender language was incorporated in the revised International Charter of 

Physical Education and Sport which reaffirmed the right of females to participate in 

physical education and sports (UNESCO 2015a).  

This paper supports the claim that human sciences have yet to achieve significant 

results as the reports perused are referring for the most part to recommendations, 

advice and analysis instead of concrete outcomes towards gender inclusion in policy-

making. However, this situation stems partially from the necessary involvement and 

reliance on national policy-makers and stakeholders. 
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Referring to the field of culture, several objectives, especially in capacity-building, 

were achieved. Evidence from the reports of the Director-General shows a significant 

increase of the states providing periodic reports with gender-specific data under the 

guidance of the 2003 and 2005 Conventions on culture and heritage (UNESCO 2015a; 

UNESCO Director-General 2015). In addition, female inclusion in capacity-building 

activities was enhanced with women’s participation reaching 50% in the 

entrepreneurial workshops of World Heritage Sites and 42% in the programme for 

intangible cultural heritage, while, in 2014 alone, 141 young people, of which 57.4% 

females, benefited from youth forums (UNESCO 2015a, 6–7).   

Perhaps the most considerable achievement of Major Programme IV was the 

publication of the first report on “Gender equality, Heritage and Creativity” in 2014. 

This publication, available in Chinese, English, French, and Spanish, promoted women 

in culture and addressed key issues of gender equality in culture and heritage while 

making recommendations about these matters (UNESCO 2015a; 2016). Moreover, 

this report made groundbreaking analysis on the role that women play in intangible 

cultural heritage and how this role is the result of “social relationships that women 

establish and the power system of the society in which they live” (UNESCO 2014c, 50). 

The significance of this analysis lies in the identification for the first time that practices 

exclusively assumed by women can possibly imply both their empowerment and 

disempowerment. The latter could be due to their relegation in other spheres of social 

life, like decision-making, politics, etc. What is more, particular cultural practices may 

be harmful towards women such as genital mutilation, a fact that must be taken into 

account when examining women in culture and heritage.  

Finally, with reference to communication and information, the promotion of women 

in and through media was the focal aim with numerous gender-specific programmes. 

The GAMAG network launched regional chapters in Asia-Pacific, Latin America and the 

Caribbean and Europe, thus expanding its work in the field (UNESCO 2015a, 7). An 

online programme on Media and Information Literacy (MIL) provided training for over 

1000 females on how to utilize media and information competencies to advocate for 

gender equality (UNESCO 2015a). Initiatives concerning radio were introduced in 

many developing countries, promoting women empowerment through training of 590 

professional females (UNESCO Director-General 2015, 8). 

What is more, according to 39 C/INF.12 report (2015) the Gender Sensitive Indicators 

for Media (GSIM) were applied in 67 countries in contrast with 40 mentioned in the 

previous report, showing the dissemination of effective gender-specific programming 

and the increase of advocacy for gender equality in the media. The matter of safety of 

women journalists, however, was not reported except in the 39 C/3 annex I document 

(2016), which stated that the issue was addressed at the celebration on World Press 

Freedom Day in 2015 (p. 127). Finally, a gender lens was applied in programmes 

pertaining to access, creation, sharing and preservation of information and knowledge 

(UNESCO Director-General 2015, 8) thus contributing to the empowerment of and 

equal opportunities for women. 
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Overall, the Gender Equality Action Plan managed to attain a great amount of the 

objectives stated in its supplementary documents while becoming a more detailed, 

specific and organized document than its preceding strategy.  

4.2.3 Better Life Better Future Initiative 

The UNESCO Global Partnership for Girls’ and Women’s Education “Better Life, Better 

Future” was launched by UNESCO in 2011. According to its web portal, the programme 

has the four following objectives: 

❖ Increase learning opportunities for adolescent girls and women 

❖ Expand and improve the quality of education of girls and women at the 

secondary level and in the area of literacy 

❖ Scale-up geographical coverage and replicate good practices 

❖ Engage a wider and more diverse network of partners. 

The initiative has two key areas of attention: secondary education and literacy, upon 

which it aims to decrease the number of girls withdrawing from school upon 

completing elementary education and increase the number of literacy programmes 

(UNESCO 2011). The first cycle of literacy programmes was focused on ostracized girls 

and women in Africa and Asia (UNESCO 2011). Child marriage, teen pregnancy, and 

gender-based violence are cited as the principal causes for dropping out of school 

while the subject of literacy was approached in terms of impact (UNESCO 2011). 

According to the organization (2014c; 2015c), a number of important partners have 

joined the initiative since its launching including governmental, organizational and 

private agents. These incorporate inter alia the following: 

❖ Governments of China, France, Italy, Japan, Pakistan, and the USA 

❖ UN Women  

❖ World Bank 

❖ Nokia 

❖ Procter & Gamble 

With the intention of fulfilling its responsibilities, the Partnership implemented a 

series of projects around the globe, with funding from its partners. Due to limited 

space, this paper will examine only a portion of these projects. 

First of all, UNESCO joined forces with UN Women and UNFPA to launch the UNESCO/ 

UNFPA/UN Women Joint Programme on Empowering Adolescent Girls and Young 

Women through Education, a multi-sectoral approach targeting adolescent girls 

between 10 and 19 years of age and young women between 20 and 24 in countries 

where women face major challenges in education (UNESCO 2017c). Mali, Nepal and 

Tanzania were the first countries to be profited with 558.000 direct beneficiaries and 

918.000 indirect beneficiaries, funded by the Republic of Korea through the Korea 
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International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) (UNESCO 2017c). The main areas of focus 

were: 

❖ Quality education 

❖ Health and well-being  

❖ Enabling environments  

❖ Building the evidence base (UNESCO 2019a). 

In Mali, 2.500 students were benefitted from sanitation facilities and water access 

while 1.500 dropout females finished vocational trainings in Nepal and 13.000 girls 

and boys were aided with gender-responsive curriculum, entrepreneurship, digital 

and life skills training (UNESCO 2019a). A call for a mid-term evaluation of the 

programme was posted by UNESCO in September 2019 on the UN Global Marketplace 

site11 and European Evaluation Society site12. 

Furthermore, the UNESCO Malala Fund for Girls’ Right to Education was introduced in 

2012, funded by the Republic of Pakistan the home country of Malala Yousafzai, the 

female teenage activist for girls’ education who survived an assassination attempt 

from Taliban the same year (UNESCO 2017b). The main objectives of the Fund were 

to: 

❖ Expand access to education for girls and women  

❖ Improve the quality and relevance of education 

❖ Strengthen policy and capacity to ensure safe learning environments (UNESCO 

2017d). 

The Fund can be considered as the most fruitful because of the number of projects 

implemented under its mandate. The web page of the UNESCO Malala Fund refers to 

eleven projects targeting African and Asian countries some of which are indeed 

innovative like the “Educational and Social Development of Garment Factory 

Workers” programme in Cambodia. This programmes is currently building literacy 

skills for women garment workers and thus enables them to realize their fundamental 

rights and consequently contributes to their empowerment (UNESCO Institute for 

Lifelong Learning 2018). 

The “Girls’ Right to Education Programme in Pakistan” is another example of success 

in girls’ educational programmes. The project was initiated in 2014 with the purpose 

of improving school facilities, the quality of primary education, and providing capacity-

building to teachers and community members (UNESCO Office Islamabad 2018). 

Additional projects have been implemented in Egypt, Guatemala, Mauritania, 

Mozambique, Nepal, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Viet Nam and have helped a considerable 

 
11 https://www.ungm.org/Public/Notice/96596, accessed on 23/10/19. 
12 http://europeanevaluation.org/ 
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number of girls with an emphasis on rural and remote areas and regions affected by 

conflicts and disasters.  

According to IOS (2017), the funding for the Malala Fund was $11.5 million, a figure 

that shows the commitment behind the project both from the government of Pakistan 

and from the private sector. Drawbacks were present in some specific countries for 

example in Viet Nam, where minorities, though identified in the respective document 

as the main gender equality beneficiaries, were not explicitly targeted (IOS Evaluation 

Office 2017a, 22).  

The report evaluated only one project as gender-transformative while the majority 

were gender-sensitive and some gender-responsive (IOS Evaluation Office 2017a, 23). 

Although these results show adverse effects on gender equality, this could be due to 

the gender equality marker’s inconsistency (IOS Evaluation Office 2017a, 23). 

Another programme under the “Better Life Better Future” umbrella is the “UNESCO-

HNA Partnership for Girls’ and Women’s Education” which was launched in 2015 with 

the signing of an initial agreement of $5 million from HNA Group and Hainan 

Foundation in 2014 as stated by UNESCO (2014). The partnership had a five-year plan 

and targeted seven countries in Africa and Asia. As one of the three components of 

“Better Life, Better Future” the aims of the partnership were: 

❖ The improvement of access with a specific focus on girls that are difficult to 

reach 

❖ The improvement of relevance and quality of every level of education 

❖ The establishment of a safe environment and the eradication of school-related 

gender-based violence (UNESCO Education Sector 2017, 2). 

Two projects were implemented, the first in Ghana and Ethiopia and the second in 

Cambodia, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Uzbekistan. In Ghana, more than 1550 girls 

were encouraged to follow STEM careers through the interaction with female role 

models, while in Ethiopia 5.000 teachers received training on gender lens and 7.000 

girls were motivated to promote gender equality according to UNESCO (“Building 

Teachers’ Capacity to Promote Gender Equality in Education” n.d.). The second project 

led to the gender assessment in teacher education systems in five countries which in 

turn produced tailored findings and recommendations for each one in order to 

address and deal with gender inequality issues (“Building Teachers’ Capacity to 

Promote Gender Equality in Education” n.d.). 

IOS (2017) based on the SISTER marker evaluated the first project as gender-

responsive whereas the second as gender-sensitive. Again the flaws of the marker 

could influence the results and render them precarious (IOS Evaluation Office 2017a, 

23). Nevertheless, the “Better Life, Better Future” initiative can be considered as a big 

step towards girl’s empowerment in education because it addressed the principal 

causes of the inequalities that women face in education and approached education as 
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an explicit contributor to gender equality and women’s promotion capable of 

changing the policy framework (IOS Evaluation Office 2017b).  

4.2.4 Global Guidance for addressing school-related gender-based violence 

The Global Guidance for addressing school-related gender-based violence (SRGBV) is 

a publication, released by UNESCO in partnership with UN Women, which provides 

consulting on both the prevention and respond to such situations. The document 

targets primarily ministries of education but can be also utilized by relevant 

stakeholders such as teachers, policy-makers, practitioners, and civil society (Unesco 

and UN Women 2016). Its priority is to raise awareness on the issue and highlight its 

implications on young girls and their educational progression. Finally, it was designed 

in order to incorporate SRGBV to national action plans and policies and direct 

governments’ attention to the severity of the matter.  

The Guidance covers a wide range of recommendations on the issue at hand while it 

presents case studies and real-life implementation of practices. It specifically 

encompasses six thematic chapters with regard to practical actions towards SRGBV, 

which are: 

➢ Leadership: Laws, policies and educational reform 

➢ Environment: Ensuring schools are safe and supportive 

➢ Prevention: Curriculum, teaching and training 

➢ Responses: In and around school  

➢ Partnership: Collaborating with and engaging key stakeholders 

➢ Evidence: Monitoring and evaluation of SRGBV (Unesco and UN Women 2016) 

Although there is no sufficient evidence regarding its utilization apart from its initial 

employment in training workshops in Zambia and China (UNESCO Executive Board 

2016), the Guidance constitutes a significant effort of identifying SRGBV as a major 

female barrier to education and the need to integrate it in regular policy-making. 

Indeed SRGBV is rarely mentioned in governmental and ministerial agendas in spite of 

UNGEI’s contention that “data indicate that children and teachers experience a high 

degree of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse within the school environment” 

(2018). For that reason, the current guidance is considered essential for girls’ 

empowerment in education and more specifically daily school life. However, strong 

commitments from member states are required to realize the eradication of SRGBV 

and therefore international organizations need to act in concert with national 

governments, in order to produce concrete results. 

4.2.5 O3 Programme 

“Our Rights, our Lives, our Future”, also known as the O3 programme, is an initiative 

specialized in the region of sub-Saharan Africa regarding comprehensive sexuality 

education (CSE) that targets young and adolescent individuals. The programme was 

launched in 2018, supported by Sweden and Ireland, in collaboration with other UN 
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bodies and national governments with the aim to reach 30 million young people from 

31 countries (UNESCO Office in Dakar 2019). Its main objectives appertain mainly to 

reproductive health and include the reduction of: 

❖ New HIV infections 

❖ Early and unintended pregnancies  

❖ Gender-based violence  

❖ Child marriage (UNESCO 2018b; Shawa 2018) 

These goals will be achieved through CSE which can result in responsible decisions 

concerning sexual health, consent and contraception. By the same token, their 

attainment can ensure greater female participation at all educational levels because 

they can break significant barriers in girls’ access to education such as adolescent 

pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections and child marriage, issues that continue to 

be present.  Additionally, these aims will contribute to SDG 3, 4, 5 and 16 which pertain 

to good health and well-being, quality education, gender equality and peace, justice 

and strong institutions respectively. In this way, the O3 programme contributes 

significantly to the 2030 Agenda. 

According to UNESCO’s office in Nigeria (2019), the programme was incorporated in 

the national prevention response to HIV and has reached, since its launch, 400 

policymakers in the country. Similarly, the programme has improved access to CSE for 

two million young people (UNESCO 2019c, 11; 2019b). 

In spite of the scarce reporting on the programme, O3 is considered as highly relevant 

and specific due to the targeting of the sub-Saharan region, where these matters 

persevere and create impediments to young girls’ education and overall life.  

4.2.6 Women and football #ChangeTheGame Debate   

In the light of the FIFA Women’s World Cup in the summer of 2019, UNESCO hosted a 

debate on women and football that featured eminent female football players such as 

Nadia Nadim and Candice Prévost as well as professionals in the sports industry. The 

world-renowned athletes referred to sports as a means of advancing gender equality 

and diversity.  

Due to the recent feminization of football and the subsequent need to call attention 

to disparities and discrimination in the field of sports an ongoing public debate on 

women and football has emerged (Mintert and Pfister 2015; Pope 2017). Accordingly, 

UNESCO led the way towards inclusive sports and physical education, including male-

dominated sports such as football and basketball with “Football for Schools 

Partnership” among UNESCO, UN World Food Programme, and FIFA, signed in 2019 in 

Davos (FIFA 2019).  

The Women and football #ChangeTheGame Debate addressed several obstacles faced 

by female athletes and gave the opportunity to women in football and sports industry 

to emphasize on the persisting issues of sexism and the glass ceiling. The report “When 
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football rhymes with women” (available in French), which concerns the changing of 

the existing norms in football, was also presented in the event.  

As Ruzic (2019) pointed out, gender inequality is related but not limited to 

“discrimination, sexism, limited resources,  under-representation in the leadership of 

sports organizations, lack of recognition of professional status, the glass ceiling, and 

substantial pay gaps”. Moreover, the field of sports is usually neglected in regard to 

gender equality, due to the prevalence of gender-related stereotypes. Therefore, the 

scarcity of work relating to sports and women renders such events critically important 

because they shed light to the least addressed problems and initiate a public debate 

on media and social media, which in turn can create opportunities for women and girls 

to break the barriers present in the field of sports.  

Nevertheless, the feminization of football and other male-dominated sports should be 

approached with skepticism because it might perceive females merely as a meta-

subject of an emerging market of profit. 

4.2.7 You Are Next Initiative 

“You Are Next: Empowering Creative Women” UNESCO-Sabrina Ho initiative was 

launched in February 2018 with an initial contribution of $1.5 million from Sabrina Ho 

and the aim of narrowing the gender gap in the sector of culture (UNESCO 2018a). 

Female’s work remains marginalized due to the underrepresentation of women in the 

field of digital culture and their low digital literacy (UNESCO 2017a). In this context, 

“You Are Next” initiative was created to assist females, under the age of 40 from 

developing countries, to support their projects by providing them access to funding, 

equipment and production opportunities. Furthermore, it supports national strategies 

that address gender equality in the cultural sector (UNESCO n.d.). 

The initiative is part of the International Fund for Cultural Diversity and according to 

its call for applications supports projects that: 

❖ Develop and/or implement strategies that invest in women as entrepreneurs 

working in the digital creative industries;  

❖ Create networks and opportunities to innovate and collaborate for women 

under 40 working in the digital creative industries; 

❖ Organize female-led creative mentorship programmes for women under 40 in 

partnership with digital creative hubs, incubators and clusters; 

❖ Give visibility to the work and innovations of women entrepreneurs under 40 

working in the digital creative industries; 

❖ Strengthen the digital skills of women under 40 working in the creative 

industries; 

❖ Collect and analyze sex-disaggregated data with a view to better understand 

the underlying causes of gender inequality in the digital creative industries 
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with a view to inform policy-making (UNESCO Diversity of Cultural Expressions 

2018). 

Four new projects have been awarded under the programme in Mexico, Palestine, 

Senegal, and Tajikistan and are currently featured on its website. Each project 

addresses the main obstacles faced by women in the respective country and 

summarizes the expected outcomes of the project’s agenda.  

The initiative might be one of small-scale but its impact is of great significance because 

it advances women’s empowerment in regions that females face large disparities and 

are less likely to acquire support, either state-based or from the private sector. In this 

way, female artists from the Global South have the opportunity to be funded and 

supported in their artwork and encourage fellow females to further their efforts in 

creative industries. 

4.2.8 Girls Can Code Project 

Under UNESCO’s Information for All programme "Girls Can Code” was launched in 

early 2018 in Ghana to empower women and girls through ICT. The project aims at 

empowering girls as critical thinkers and innovative developers of technologies via 

training programmes and capacity-building. Its target is 300 girls aged 11-14 years old 

and 20 teachers from ten high-schools. The main objectives of the project include the 

following: 

➢ Develop the interest of young girls in the field of ICT 

➢ Increase the desire of young girls to pick up career in the field of ICT 

➢ Equip young girls with skills to develop applications to solve their day to day 

challenges 

➢ Develop mobile applications with capacity to solve local challenges 

➢ Develop Entrepreneurial skills in young girls (Girls Can Code 2018). 

In the project's website, there are several testimonials from young beneficiaries of the 

training programmes but, as yet, there are no reports on the project’s effectiveness 

and results. Nevertheless, it is evident that it can have a great impact on Ghana’s 

society and youth in terms of both development and gender equality and women’s 

empowerment.  

4.2.9 Edit-a-Thon #Wiki4Women 

“Edit a Thon” is a campaign launched in 2018, in collaboration with Sweden, in the 

context of International Women's Day. On the occasion of celebrating Women's Day, 

Director-General addressed the wide gender gap in biographies featured in the free 

online encyclopedia Wikipedia and stressed the need to narrow it. For this purpose, 

“Edit-a-thon” was introduced as a measure supported by volunteers.  

The main objective of the campaign was to raise awareness of the matter of invisible 

digital gender inequality and “symbolic violence” and according to the report of the 
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Director-General (2019), the campaign increased the number of female biographies 

that relate to the organization's mandate. 

In 2019 the campaign’s second edition was named #Wiki4Women to invite individuals 

to edit, enrich, create, or translate female Wikipedia profiles. The campaign features 

its own Wikimedia page, where relevant information can be drawn along with several 

options of engagement.  

The representation of women on the internet remains low despite their contribution 

to science, technology, and arts. For that reason, the intervention is deemed 

necessary in order to promote the cause via social media. The involvement of social 

media in UNESCO’s campaigns proves its internal modernization and enhance its 

relevance by allowing the reach of a wide-range audience (UNESCO Director-General 

2019).  

4.3 Case study 3: IMF 

4.3.1 Policy Analysis  

The IMF has been actively involved in the advancement of gender equality since the 

appointment of Christine Lagarde. Her designation as Executive-Director signified the 

redirection of the analytical work towards gender equality and women's inclusion in 

the workplace. Accordingly, the central findings that proceed from this work and their 

subsequent implications for women's promotion will be scrutinized. 

The Fund has been engaged in observing member countries, analyzing data when 

available, and measuring important indicators related to women, in order to provide 

assistance to the elimination of gender inequality, considering that research and 

analytical work are of great importance in ascertaining the issue's magnitude, 

structure and causes.  

To begin with, the initial findings of the IMF's analytical work revealed that greater 

female inclusion has many economic gains. Studies in this regard  (Jain-Chandra et al. 

2018; Lagarde and Ostry 2018; Ostry et al. 2018; Revenga and Shetty 2012) have 

shown that when women participate in the workforce productivity increases because 

females bring different skills, ideas and attitudes in the labour force. This, in turn, leads 

to the balance of contrary opinions and methods indicating that males and females 

are complementary in production (Ostry et al. 2018). Consequently, female labour 

force participation is considered as the major objective and the most featured issue 

pertaining to women, for the institution.  

Ostry et al. (2018) observed, that "progress in reducing gender gaps has been slower 

in initially more gender-equal countries. No advanced economy or middle-income 

country has reduced the gender gap […] below 7 percentage points." (p. 8). These 

findings introduce a discourse about female participation in the workforce, its possible 

constraints and solutions.  

Stotsky et al. (2016) discovered that female labour force participation in the regions 

of the Middle East and Central Asia is the lowest globally. Women, particularly in the 
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MENA region13, are faced with various obstacles when accessing the workforce. 

Constraints include large wage gaps, discriminating tax systems, unaffordable 

childcare, lack of funding, and cultural-societal legal obstacles such as the required 

permission of the husband or another male relative to enter the workforce. All of the 

above appear to have negative effects on these countries' economies. As Mitra (cited 

in IMF 2013) found, MENA countries could have had a profit of 1$ trillion in cumulative 

output "equivalent to doubling average real GDP growth during the past decade" (p. 

29) if they increased female labour force participation. 

Africa appears to be equally affected by low female labour force participation with 

women being mostly concentrated in the informal sector and agriculture (Stotsky et 

al. 2016). Such findings contribute to the resolution of gender inequality by addressing 

the problem appropriately, instead of reproducing the predominant vague discourses 

about the low-income countries. In addition, they can help classify women's issues 

and their proposed solutions according to region, income and other meaningful 

divisions.  

The main cause of low female labour force participation is evidently legal restrictions. 

In 104 countries there are laws excluding females from particular jobs, 59 countries 

have no laws against sexual harassment at the workplace (Ostry et al. 2018), and in 18 

countries husbands are legally permitted to prevent their wives from working, as 

stated by the World Bank (cited in IMF Staff 2018).  

Furthermore, women face restrictions regarding entrepreneurship such as "shorter 

maturity of loans and higher interest rates than men" as Dabla-Norris and Kochhar 

(2019, 10) underlined. The emerging technological sector in developing countries 

could be further utilized since by ensuring women's access to the internet, more 

entrepreneurial opportunities are created for them. Today there are 250 million fewer 

women online than men according to the IMF (2019) which is, undeniably, a troubling 

fact in terms of accessibility to digital technology. 

Jain-Chandra et al. (2018), analyzing data from 100 countries between 1980 and 2004, 

pointed out that improvements in infrastructure, better legislation, lower adolescent 

fertility along with small marriage age gap correlate with higher female labour force 

participation (p. 5), while, on the other hand, evidence suggests that corruption poses 

a risk factor on female labour force participation (Jain-Chandra et al. 2018). Other 

findings indicate the increase of childcare funding as a possible solution to low female 

labour force participation by slightly increasing government expenditure on 

preprimary education (IMF 2019b, 22). 

An additional tool that enhances labour force participation for women is a new flexible 

work agreement which can allow females to better manage their time between 

workplace and home. Moreover, public-funded parental leaves could be utilized to 

provide safety and consequently balance the motherhood penalty and the fatherhood 

 
13 The term MENAP includes Afghanistan and Pakistan). 
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bonus whereby mothers are perceived as unsuitable employees but fathers, on the 

contrary, are more likely to be hired and even raise their salary (Hodges and Budig 

2010). Tax reform is able to end discrimination against women while the replacing of 

family with individual taxation can boost economy given the fact that the female 

labour supply is more responsive to taxes than the male one (Fabrizio, Kolovich, and 

Newiak 2018). 

Gender-related disparities in wages constitute another significant factor of inequality. 

Women earn universally 63% less than men, whilst they tend to spend more time in 

unpaid labour such as childcare, elderly care and household chores (IMF 2019b). The 

Fund's discoveries agree, hence, with the international standard of girls' and women's 

disproportionate engagement in care work, which leaves them less leisure time, 

comparing to men, to participate in any other professional or social activity. 

Therefore, even when women do participate in the workforce they are more likely to 

be found in part-time, low paid or informal jobs, a finding which correlates with 

inadequate expenditures on infrastructure and childcare services (Jain-Chandra et al. 

2018). Such conclusions are quite valuable because they can create a new framework 

of policies, in relation to the promotion of women's rights across the world, especially 

in low-income countries and in regions where women's rights are mostly violated. 

Regarding educational disparities, policies that can narrow the gender gap in 

education have been identified and thus, new policies are being proposed by the IMF. 

The interesting and thorough data analysis of Jain-Chandra et al. (2018) discovered 

that in low-income and developing countries an increase in public spending on 

education along with better infrastructure, in particular, water supply and sanitation 

facilities, play a key part on narrowing the gender gap (p.5, 13). In regions where there 

is insufficient water supply women are accountable for carrying water to the family, a 

process that consumes a large amount of their time, particularly in rural areas. Thus 

female individuals are less likely to attend school in the face of survival issues (Bretton 

Woods Project 2017; Jain-Chandra et al. 2018). Such research can create new policy 

areas for the Fund and further its work on women's empowerment. 

Political stability is yet another factor correlated with narrower gender gaps in 

education, by generating an environment of safety for girls (Jain-Chandra et al. 2018; 

Fabrizio, Kolovich, and Newiak 2018), though IMF's presence is often perceived as a 

destabilizing factor (Sachs 2003). Utilizing these data, the institution is capable of 

assisting the lending countries through expenditure allocation that can foster 

women's participation in education and labour market. 

Apart from the analytical work, the IMF has engaged in the promotion of women's 

interests by providing advice to member states under its Article IV of Agreement. Once 

research data are displaying strong evidence, IMF staff proceeds to the production of 

reports that propose new policies along with reforms and adjustments on existing 

ones and forwards them for consideration to the Executive Board. However, these 

reports do not guarantee the proposed adoption of the proposed policies, but rather 

ensure that they will be taken into account. This process allows a constant 
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reevaluation of the institution's policies and operations and the formation of newly 

discovered areas of expertise. In this way, the Fund consistently remains a prominent 

shaper of international financial norms. 

More specifically, in a report (2018) prior to the Meeting of G7 Ministers and Central 

Bank Governors in 2018, IMF staff emphasized that women's economic empowerment 

is a financial and social imperative, due to its enormous effects on economic 

development and diversification, gender equality, financial stability and the fostering 

of the SDGs. It consequently recommended that analysis about gender should be 

incorporated in the institution's policy dialogue with its member countries, in the 

provision of support via workshops for gender-specific policies as well as in the 

cooperation with other international organizations (Fabrizio, Kolovich, and Newiak 

2018). 

The aforementioned measures could deliver various beneficial results in lending 

countries considering that states in the face of economic difficulties experience 

difficulties in encompassing social matters as women's rights and gender equality in 

their policy agendas. Nevertheless, if these matters formed a part of the agreement 

between member countries and the Fund, they would be more likely to be on the 

spotlight of policy-making and implementation. Furthermore, information regarding 

the adoption and implementation of gender-specific policies along with knowledge on 

women's issues could be essential in developing countries and regions such as Africa, 

the Middle East and South Asia, where there is no familiarity with women's rights and 

interests. 

However, the most significant tool for the promotion of women's interests by the 

institution is the operationalizing of the proposed policies, mentioned above, in 

country work. In other words, the cooperation with ministries and other authorities 

for the preparation and surveillance of the implementation of such policies. Training 

courses, workshops, policy recommendations and collaboration with other 

international organizations, for instance UN Women, and with ministries of finance 

can enable the production of concrete improvements on the country-level. For this 

reason, member states are constantly receiving guidelines on the application of 

gender policies. 

The IMF's work on gender equality, heretofore, has been proven constructive with 60 

countries displaying the positive impact of the Fund's policies on women's economic 

empowerment while evidence is stronger regarding female inclusion in the labour 

force and financial activities (Christiansen et al. 2018; Lagarde and Ostry 2018). 

Furthermore, the institution has provided technical assistance in Bahrain, Cambodia 

and Ukraine concerning gender-budgeting, a significant policy that incorporates 

gender in “laws, regulations, and practices that govern the budget”, allocates 

expenditure to that end and assesses the results (Christiansen et al. 2018) 

What is more, a toolkit for ministries, authorities, civil organizations, and academics 

with easy to use graphs about important indicators of gender inequality was 
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introduced in 2018 by the institution (Fabrizio, Kolovich, and Newiak 2018). Such 

progress constitutes a great step towards women empowerment, taking into account 

that in several developing countries there is no framework for gender issues, let alone 

the grading of macro-critical gender-related policies. Accordingly, this toolkit is a 

substantial system for the identification and application of gender-based strategies. 

In addition, the IMF has funded a number of programmes crucial for gender equality, 

for example, the programme in Egypt which is investing in public nurseries, the 

programme in Niger which contains the precondition of creating a gender 

development plan, and the programme in Jordan which will adopt measures to 

decrease childcare expenses (Bretton Woods Project 2017). 

Finally, the Fund has recently underlined the importance of other factors, such as 

cultural and religious standards, local context and the views of authorities on gender-

specific policies. Issues relating to these factors should be taken into consideration 

when recommending gender policies (Fabrizio, Kolovich, and Newiak 2018; 

Christiansen et al. 2018). 

The institution has utilized many of its resources to address the positive effects of 

women inclusion. It has produced a large number of publications concerning gender 

inequality, indicators and possible policies to reduce gender-based gaps. Additionally, 

it provides valuable advice on gender equality particularly to lending countries 

alongside guidelines on policy selection and implementation. Finally, it incorporates 

gender equality as part of its agenda and finances programmes for the advancement 

of gender equality.  

4.3.2 Drawbacks  

Over the last few years, the IMF has had a leading strategic role as an advocate of 

women’s empowerment in terms of economic growth and development. Though 

appealingly manifested, the reasoning behind the consideration of women’s issues by 

international financial institutions and high profile businesses may be yet another way 

of objectifying women for the sake of economic consistency. Consequently, a closer 

look at the Fund’s procedures is deemed necessary. 

To begin with, international financial institutions, including the Fund, are predisposed 

to choose bailout over long term prosperity, due to the process of conditionality. 

Prerequisites usually include internal fiscal reforms referred to as Structural 

Adjustment Programmes (SAPs). These programmes are employed to secure “that the 

country will be able to repay the IMF” (IMF 2019a) and therefore constitute a 

fundamental component of the institution’s policy.  

Back in the late 1970s the economic model made a shift from Keynesianism to 

neoliberalism14. The Keynesian model, as the economist Thomas Palley (2005) notes, 

endorses macroeconomic theories that maintain “that the level of economic activity 

 
14 This paper examines neoliberalism as merely an economic system and does not refer to its political 
aspects. 
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is determined by the level of aggregate demand"  (p.20). These theories believe in 

occasional weaknesses in capitalist economies, which, if they are strong enough, they 

could produce depressions such as the Great one. The Keynesian model takes into 

consideration factors like institutions, bargaining power, labour and trade unions, laws 

regarding minimum wages, workers' rights, systems of social protection, and finally, 

public understandings of the economy in order to explain income distribution (Palley 

2005). On the other hand, neoliberalism recognizes the market as the sole factor of 

the income distribution while the need for social protection institutions and trade and 

labour unions diminishes in the neoliberal model. Therefore, open markets and the 

rejection of state protectionism are fundamental components of the neoliberal 

economy (Bretton Woods Project 2017; Ibnouf 2008; Palley 2005).  

The IMF was one of the first institutions along with the World Bank to adopt this 

economic model and integrated it into its policies. This resulted in a neoliberal 

response to the Third World debt crisis through the implementation of SAPs. These 

programmes consist of fiscal regulation, reallocation of public expenditures, tax 

reform, privatization, trade liberalization, deregulation, secured property rights and 

the liberalization of foreign direct investments (FDI) (Williamson 1990).  The 

implementation of such policies induces the trivialization of basic needs and rights in 

the face of financial crises with the aim of satisfying IMF conditionality and 

subsequently obtain funding. Looking back to sub-Saharan states in the 1980s can 

provide some strong evidence of the aforementioned argument.  

SAPs had an adverse impact on sub-Saharan Africa, especially on the female 

population which was dependent on agriculture and were subsequently criticized by 

the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) because they lacked 

flexibility and long term strategies (Ibnouf 2008). Furthermore, the response of the 

IMF to in-debt African states was identical despite significant disparities in national, 

economic and cultural norms. 

To elaborate, SAPs operate mostly at the expense of the public sector, which results 

in public expenditures reallocation from subsidies and sectors like health and 

education to solely sectors relating to economic growth. Consequently, sectors like 

education and health become privatized. For example, the user fee system launched 

in the 1980s in sub-Saharan Africa included student fees without taking into 

consideration vulnerable individuals like girls and poor students (Ibnouf 2008, 32). 

Public spending cuts can reduce the state's capacity for caregiving and thus transfer 

this burden to females as primal nurturers. 

Women were also negatively affected regarding food security, namely the access to 

sufficient and acceptable food. Bearing in mind that agriculture is the principal 

economic occupation of the region, it is evident that public spending cuts can 

adversely affect agriculture by reducing the number of subsidies to small farmers and 

redistribute funding to merchandized multinational agriculture companies (Ibnouf 

2008). Finally, women in the sub-Saharan region suffered the effects of SAPs in terms 
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of maternal mortality, as discovered in a research by Pandolfelli, Shandra, and Tyagi 

(2014). 

The international financial institutions realized that SAPs were creating rather than 

solving the problems of developing countries and thus developed "second-generation 

reforms" or "the Washington Consensus Plus" (Stiglitz 2007), a similar framework of 

free-market policies with the participation of social projects, namely gender equality, 

poverty alleviation and equity. Accordingly, the Fund emerged as a bearer of not only 

financial but also social change through the usage of language, which was modified to 

fit the contemporary discourse of the organization. More specifically, despite 

Lagarde’s claims that the institution does not do structural adjustment programmes 

anymore, evidence display that the liberalization of the markets over state 

protectionism has been sustained (Kentikelenis, Stubbs, and King 2016).  

Macroeconomic policies promoted by the IMF are usually accompanied by a series of 

compulsory reductions of public expenditures and austerity measures which often 

lead to the ineffectiveness of social services. Hence, women become more vulnerable 

in situations of economic crises because they tend to rely more on such services.  

Reducing public expenses on healthcare, for example, puts additional economic 

difficulties on households and females because they absorb the extra work on 

nurturing for the ill increasing their unpaid work and diminishing their time. 

The uppermost implications of the Fund's current macroeconomic approach lie in the 

very sector it wishes to enhance more, female labour force participation. In spite of 

its analytical work, the institution does not actually take into account women's 

unbalanced responsibilities in the household such as childcare, elderly care and water 

supply. Instead, it favors the so-called "add women and stir approach" (Bretton Woods 

Project 2017, 14), which is based on simply adding more women to the workforce. 

Moreover, IMF findings (Ostry et al. 2018) support that while for middle-income 

countries female labour force participation was 49% in 2014, for the low-income 

countries it was 64%. However, these figures should not be surprising because the 

nature of the jobs women are employed is unidentified, rendering such findings 

misleading with regard to the quality of jobs and subsequently the wellbeing of 

women in developing nations.   

FDIs constitute yet another factor of great disparities. In an effort to attract 

international investments the IMF requires governments to make labour laws more 

flexible -that is to make labour able to respond in changes in market conditions, 

including demand and wage rate-  leading to cheap female labour (Ibnouf 2008). More 

often than not, the attraction of FDIs results in the “race to the bottom” for developing 

countries, a process whereby poor states compete with one another by offering 

labour, pollution rights, resources and so on for far less than their real value.  

Furthermore, flexibilization policies, another component of the Fund's conditionality, 

which was used in European countries, notably Greece, Ireland and Spain (ITUC 2013) 

as a method of restarting the economy, usually erode labour rights and undermine 
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the involvement of unions over the liberalization of the markets. For example, they 

make flexible the process of recruitment and layoff for the sake of demand changes 

thus, leading to more job losses and more people into the informal sector (Bretton 

Woods Project 2017). In addition, a transfer of power from the state and labour unions 

to the market itself leaves no room for bargaining about rights and wages (Detraz and 

Peksen 2016) which, in turn, leads to the devaluation of employment, especially for 

women. In such situations, women are less willing to engage in the formal sector if 

their revenue will not suffice.   

Privatization can create greater gender inequalities for women because, as Detraz and 

Peksen (2016) discovered, the state becomes less involved in the protection of 

women’s economic rights since it has no authority over private companies.  

IMF’s austerity measures can contribute to women’s disempowerment with the case 

of Brazil being the most notable. Brazil amended its constitution in 2016, in order to 

freeze federal public spending over the next two decades in an attempt to resolve a 

severe financial crisis. However, in spite of Lagarde’s call for stronger safety nets and 

better access to healthcare, education and infrastructure the fiscal policies and 

austerity measures implemented, had displayed negative results. As Kate Donald and 

Nicholas Lusiani (2017) revealed, the case of Brazil demonstrates the dissociation 

between the IMF's analytical work on women and IMF policy advice in times of crisis. 

Here, the Fund country team preferred to concentrate on the "unsustainable 

expenditure mandates, including in the social security system” and advised the 

government to “remove the obligation to dedicate an increasing share of net federal 

revenues to spending in education and health” (IMF 2016c). These strategies led to 

the reduction of the budget in education and healthcare by 19 and 17 percentage 

points respectively while the budget for violence against women dropped by 52 

percent (Bretton Woods Project 2017), therefore validating the assumption that 

international financial institutions’ focus on women's issues occurs solely in 

accordance with their targets.  

Finally, some researchers (Dreher and Gassebner 2012; Dreher and Walter 2010 as 

cited in Detraz and Peksen 2016) have found that SAPs result in currency crises thus 

undermining their primary objectives for economic growth and global financial 

stability as well as the government's authority to rule. Such circumstances create a 

precarious environment of political turmoil and social unrest which in turn creates 

more space for violence, often directed to females.  

A second drawback pertains to the so-called “Girl Effect”, the idea that considers 

young women as the means to economic development and the solution to much more 

complex issues, such as global poverty, through the investment in young females’ 

education, skills and labour. However, the endorsement of this discourse by 

international financial institutions and companies relocates the responsibility that 

they bear.  



57 
 

IMF’s recent engagement in the promotion of women and particularly, in developing 

countries has emerged as part of the “capability approach”. This economic theory is 

focused on the moral significance of individual capabilities that can lead to the 

achievement of personal welfare. The theory was first articulated by the economist 

and philosopher Amartya Sen and it is associated with the policy debate on human 

development, while it was the source of inspiration for the UN Human Development 

Index (Wells 2012). In this context, international financial institutions attempt to gain 

influence by incorporating social programmes in their agenda, including gender 

equality and women’s empowerment.  

Some scholars (Hickel 2014; Boyd 2016; Chant 2016) argue, that the preoccupation of 

international organizations and colossal corporations with social inequalities has an 

adverse impact on gender equality and women’s advancement. Asian Peoples’ 

Movement on Debt and Development (APMDD) (cited in Bretton Woods Project 2017) 

took a tougher stance stating that it sees the "belated pronouncements coming from 

the IMF on gender equality […] as part of efforts to prove the Fund’s relevance at a 

time when its economic growth models have led to sharp inequalities, enduring 

extreme poverty, precariousness and uncertainty” (p. 16). These interpretations of 

IMF’s gender-related policies may be radical but they add valuable insights on the 

institution’s gender approaches.   

The neoliberal discourse regarding women’s empowerment is based upon the same 

outdated customs that purports it wishes to resolve. Feminine traits like altruism, 

virtue and vulnerability are regularly mentioned to promote the underutilized 

potential of young girls (Chant 2016; Hickel 2014). However, the discourse for 

women’s economic advancement usually presents contradictory portrayals of females 

as both victims and fundamental actors of economic growth. These contradictions 

lead to false preconceptions about their role in society and perpetuate gender norms.  

For example, if women in the emerging markets constitute the main victims of poverty 

and can change their financial situation through their participation in capacity-building 

programmes, sponsored by international and financial institutions, then, by the same 

token, women are incapable of achieving their own empowerment without external 

assistance, an antifeminist stance. In addition, such claims presuppose that all women 

aim for the neoliberal-western-financial kind of economic emancipation without 

taking into consideration dissimilar aspirations. Besides, not all women in Africa or the 

Middle East desire to experience feminism in the same context as western society. 

What is more, the rights and opportunities of women in the Global South are not 

considered worthy and meaningful in and of themselves. Instead, their validity is 

vindicated by economic growth, corporate interest, financial consequences and 

macro-criticality (Cornwall and Rivas 2015; Hickel 2014; Ibnouf 2008). Consequently, 

economic utilitarianism constitutes the sole framework for women’s empowerment.  

Whilst women’s equal participation in the economy, access to healthcare, legal and 

reproductive rights are frequently exhibited in the IMF working papers, they are 
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usually referred to as indicators of economic activity that must “be consistent with its 

mandate and area of expertise” (Fabrizio, Kolovich, and Newiak 2018, 16). 

Nevertheless, consistency may simply imply to stay inside the boundaries of financial 

matters, thus marginalizing key female issues.  

Overall, the recent idea of investing in girls to achieve economic growth and reduce 

poverty in the emerging countries requires the abolition of traditional social norms 

relating to cultural, religious and familial paradigms. However, the challenging of 

social norms in the name of an alleged promotion of females could easily become a 

justification for interventions and reposition the responsibility of global poverty from 

economic policies to individuals. The latter relates to the ‘feminization of poverty’, the 

phenomenon of disproportionate representation of women in the percentage of the 

world's poor (Chant 2006). Accordingly, the responsibility of alleviating poverty is 

shifted from governments, ministries, political figures and international factors to 

females thus successfully excusing or alienating males and political factors from this 

effort (Chant 2016).  

Moreover, the “Girl Effect” discourse demonstrates disguised colonial concepts about 

civil enlightenment and salvation and draws a distinction between the interpretation 

of girls in the Global North and the Global South by juxtaposing the liberated, 

empowered girl with the poor and oppressed victim of patriarchy (Koffman and Gill 

2013). These notions are hazardous for the current political setting and, particularly, 

democracy and women in the developing world.  

Last but not least, the notion that women’s empowerment is the answer to poverty in 

the Global South overlooks historical, social, political, religious, and environmental 

factors along with the presence of international organizations and the overall trends 

in the spectrum of international relations that caused this problem.  

Another major drawback in the context of the IMF’s policy for gender equality is the 

usage of language. More often than not, the proclamations of the Fund and Lagarde 

herself are accompanied by financial imperatives and economic targets of greater 

development and growth. Therefore, women’s issues are not considered as 

substantial objectives per se but they are rather presented as the tools of the global 

economy. 

The institution has explicitly noted the necessity of women’s advancement and for the 

past decade has produced a large number of publications relating to gender equality 

and women’s inclusion. Throughout this extensive analytical work, several attempts 

to elaborate on this necessity of female inclusion have been made by citing its macro-

criticality. For instance Sahay and Cihak (2018) claim that, while financial inclusion is 

in itself a significant aim, it “has generally positive macroeconomic outcomes as well” 

(p. 5), while Christiansen et al. (2018) plainly stated that “where gender issues are not 

considered macro-critical15, coverage is not expected” (p. 4). As a consequence, 

 
15 An issue is macro-critical if it affects, or has the potential to affect, domestic or external stability 
(IMF 2015b) 
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agreements between the IMF and borrowing countries integrate gender equality 

issues in conditionality and policy implementing only when they are macro-critical.  

Apropos the Fund’s terminology use, the words “gender”, ”women” and “females” 

are referred to in an impetuous way and merely with regard to the MDGs and  SDGs 

between 1999 and 2014 according to an inspection of publically available Article IV 

staff reports from the Bretton Woods Project and the ActionAid (citied in Bretton 

Woods Project 2017). 

A final obstacle for the IMF's promotion of women relates to institutional barriers 

experienced by the Managing-Director. The Fund is an international organization with 

member states that have a respective appointed Governor. The Board of Governors is 

the highest board in rank in the decision-making process but it has designated many 

of its powers to the Executive Board which engages daily in the institution’s work 

(Buira and Ocampo 2012). Member countries have votes based on quotas, which 

classify their share of power in the organization (Rakic 2019). Therefore, the Managing 

Director is limited by the power of other bodies of governance with which she is 

obliged to cooperate, in order to ensure the appropriate function of the institution, 

and has no direct authority herself in the policy-making process nor is she entitled to 

pursue her own agenda. 

The governance of the institution can, hence, lead to the demotion of personal goals 

and aspirations. In this context, Lagarde holds the ability to encourage female 

inclusion in the workforce and support their best interests but she is not able to adopt 

or implement policies. For example, the inadequacy to bring more females to the 

Executive Board, where there was only one female among 24 executive directors in 

2016 (IMF 2016a) is owed, partially, to the fact that executive directors are elected by 

member countries.  

4.4 Discussion 
Drawing on the aforementioned findings, this research contains that overall, female 

leadership in international institutions correlates with the promotion of women’s 

group interests, thus, validating the research hypothesis. All five female leaders, that 

were examined, displayed positive results regarding women’s empowerment and the 

resolution of severe gender disparities through advocacy and policy implementation. 

However, there are some issues for further analysis.  

To begin with, regarding the first case study, UN Women constitutes an organization 

that is exclusively focused on the promotion of women and gender equality. 

Consequently, the findings of UN Women cannot be over-generalized due to the 

institution's nature. What is more, UN Women presented the most positive results in 

terms of active involvement through the implementation of plentiful programmes and 

initiatives, and advocacy in UN member states’ governments. The current researcher 

believes that UN Women has the ability to evolve into the principal instrument of 

change relating to gender equality and women's issues. 
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Concerning UNESCO, there are mostly favorable results, however, the issue of 

politicization within the organization can create drawbacks to the implementation of 

its strategies, while it can also degrade the member states’ confidence and therefore, 

deemphasize the agency’s credibility. Furthermore, many of the programmes and 

policies investigated pertain to advocacy and awareness-raising, but these 

approaches, although productive, are not in and of themselves adequate to tackle the 

issue of gender inequality or more complex matters such as gender-based violence. 

For this reason, a more detailed and vigorous policy agenda should be adopted in 

order to address the issue of gender inequality. 

With regard to the IMF, the findings display solely analytical work on women’s 

empowerment while several impediments relating to institutional governance and 

mandate challenge the incorporation of gender equality in the institution’s policy. 

Against this background, and despite Lagarde’s promising declarations, the Fund’s 

case does not strongly correlate with the promotion of women's group interests but 

rather gender equality becomes relevant as a means to the successful implementation 

of the institution’s policies and the maintenance of global financial stability. 

Nevertheless, analytical work could be of great importance for policy-makers and 

relevant stakeholders, while the IMF’s renown is likely to contribute to the 

dissemination of knowledge regarding women’s inclusion and its impact on the 

economy.  

5.  Elaboration on the research questions, limitations of the 

study and suggestions for future research 
The research hypothesis has been substantiated by the findings presented above 

which demonstrated a strong correlation between female leadership and the 

promotion of women’s agenda in the context of international organizations. 

Consequently, an elaboration on the research questions is deemed necessary as well. 

5.1 Revisiting the research questions  
Apropos of the first question, there was found no interconnection between female 

leader’s prior engagement in women’s empowerment advocacy and the quality, and 

quantity of policies they undertook during their tenure. On the contrary, all the female 

leaders pursued policies relating to women's advancement and gender equality, 

regardless of their previous level of involvement. These findings seem to be in 

accordance with the present researcher’s expectations. 

Regarding the second question, overall positive results were produced. Most of the 

female leaders, investigated here, increased awareness on female-related social 

taboo issues like female genital mutilation, child marriage and rape. The only leader 

who did not make any reference to such matters was Christine Lagarde. However, her 

negligence can be attributed to the particular financial nature of her position. 

Finally, positive results were yielded with regard to the third question. Again all the 

research subjects except for Christine Lagarde undertook gender-related specified 
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initiatives during their term of office. Lagarde’s abstention derives from institutional 

barriers which prevent the generation of particular initiatives. In all other instances, 

leaders have proposed and introduced a substantial amount of gender-related 

initiatives that target both women and girls. 

5.2 Limitations 
Although the present study validated the research hypothesis, its limitations need to 

be identified.  

First and foremost, the small-scale nature of the study constitutes the current 

dissertation’s major drawback. This, however, could not be avoided due to the low 

female participation in executive positions within the context examined. 

Another significant issue arises from the lack of updated web-based data sources 

regarding the UN. Could this obstacle have been overcome more light could have been 

shed on the issue, since both a greater number of policies could have been examined 

and more documents, fact-sheets, and data could have been retrieved. In addition, 

lack of access to certain classified documents, mostly pertaining to the IMF, further 

impeded an in-depth investigation.  

A final concern relates to the fact that the findings of the present research could not 

be further supported by quantitative data as well. However, to the best of the present 

researcher’s knowledge, numerical data regarding the issue at hand does not yet exist 

nor could they be easily composed in order to be of use. 

5.3 Suggestions for further studies 
This study has shown a positive correlation between female leadership and the 

promotion of women's interests in the context of international institutions. 

Nevertheless, the positive findings need to be further validated by future investigation 

in the field.  

A first recommendation could refer to the need for mixed methods of investigative 

approaches, which would combine quantitative and qualitative data. Such research 

could provide a more holistic framework with greater breadth and depth of 

information. 

It would also present great interest if future researchers attempted to analyze the 

issue under consideration within national contexts as well. In this way, a greater 

number of subjects could be examined, a significantly larger amount of documents 

could be accessed and, therefore, larger-scale research with generalizable findings 

could be realized. Moreover, in national politics, one encounters the essence of policy-

making and thus, similar research could yield results that correlate the specificities of 

each country and the existent level of gender equality. 

Finally, a comparative study between male and female leaders could provide explicit 

results on the promotion of gender equality and women’s interests.  
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