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QUOTAS FOR WOMEN CANDIDATES
Why Adopt a Quota to Increase Women’s Political Participation?

Quotas have become an important policy tool to increase women’s access to decision-making bodies. When properly implemented, they ensure women’s entry into decision-making positions rather than leaving this to the good faith of political party leaders or candidate nomination committees. The introduction of quotas is highly influenced by international organizations. As laid out in the Convention to End All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Beijing Platform for Action, quotas are a means of guaranteeing that members of an electorate group, such as women, are included at a prescribed minimum level in representative institutions, whether as delegates, candidates or elected officials. 

While it champions a national assembly governed equally by men and women, the Platform recommends an initial quota of thirty-three percent, or one-third of all elected officials. In short, the Platform not only endorses quotas, it establishes a benchmark and requires states to take specific action to increase women’s political participation “substantially.”

In the years since the adoption of the Beijing Platform, there are now some 50 countries that have legislated candidate quotas for women, several of them implementing candidate quotas since the early 1990s. In addition to legislated quotas, hundreds of political parties in more than 30 countries have voluntarily adopted policies of quotas for women. 

Though quotas continue to be the most effective means for jumpstarting women’s representation, studies conducted by NDI indicate that quotas by themselves have not removed the obstacles that many women confront. Getting a quota law passed is an important step, but ensuring that it is carried out is sometimes the real hurdle. 
How to Structure a Quota?

There is no one set quota formula. Quotas come in several forms, are applied in several different government systems, and have different targets and percentages.

Yet, as the International Parliamentary Union (IPU) notes, all “quotas placed the burden of candidate recruitment not on the individual woman, but on those who control the recruitment process,” or the political parties. They “force those who nominate and select to start recruiting women and give women a chance which they do not have today in most parts of the world.”

Quotas can be adapted to a variety of political systems, party structures, and social concerns. They can be mandated by election law, constitutional amendment, or a revised constitution. Or - in the case of political parties - they can be adopted voluntarily. In both cases, they can be permanent or they can be temporary goals, policies to be disbanded once the goal is reached. And, as noted later, they will only be as effective as they are enforced. 

Types of Electoral Quotas

Candidate Quotas seek to affect the supply of candidates, ensuring that a proportion of candidates presented are women. These quotas can either be legislated, where the law specifies a minimum percentage of candidates who must be women, or they can be voluntary, where a political party voluntarily adopts a specified target of women candidates to put forward to contest the election.

Yet there are weaknesses to this approach, as placement on the ballot often determines the candidate’s chance for victory and party leaders often determine the order names will appear on the ballot. To guard against this discrimination, the use of a zipper list approach by parties when listing their slate (in other words, listing their candidates in a male-female or male-male-female order) is often recommended. This can be effective when there are penalties for non-compliance and mechanisms for enforcement in place. 
Reserved Seats stipulate that a certain proportion of seats in a legislature or parliament must be awarded to women. There are three ways women are chosen to fill these seats: they can win a competitive election in which they run as a slate, they can win a competitive election in which they only compete against other women, or they can be appointed by their government or party.  

Gender neutral language can be used in quota laws, usually indicating a minimum required percentage for the underrepresented gender, or the minimum required percentage for both genders. However, because women are the underrepresented gender almost without exception, quotas are often referred to as women’s quotas. This should not be taken to mean that electoral quotas benefit only women, or give women an unfair advantage; rather, they are meant as measures to redress imbalance in representation. 

Countries with 30% Women Members of Parliament and Examples of Quotas

           (in lower or single houses of parliament)
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When exploring the introduction of a quota, it is useful to consider these various types of quotas and what might be most effective in the particular context. Further, it is important to explore the mechanisms for enforcement and any consequences to non-compliance, as well as possible incentives to meet or exceed quotas. 

It is also helpful to be familiar with common arguments for and against quotas when assessing whether not special measures are appropriate in any given context. These may include:
Arguments against Quotas

· Potential for creating a “glass ceiling” for women;

· Decreases pressure for parties to adopt inclusive approaches to candidate nomination;

· Lack of women candidates;

· May result in unqualified women taking office; and

· Candidate selection should be based on merit.

Arguments for Quotas

· Promotes the equal representation of women; 

· Women’s experiences will benefit political debates and decision making processes, as they may view issues differently and thus better reflect the diverse viewpoints of the society they represent; 
· Supporting a critical mass of women elected officials will help mitigate the challenges a woman representative may face as a minority; and
· Research shows that female legislators are more committed to peace,
 invest more in community health and education,
 and are more likely to work cooperatively across party lines than their male counterparts.
  
These and other factors should be considered and explored when developing programming so that it addresses both the structural inequalities and capacity building needs in the target context. 

Programming Strategies

Galvanize political party support for candidate quotas and formalize in party statutes

The adoption of gender equality principles in the party constitution and bylaws is important for articulating the vision of the party and for putting in place the necessary policies for achieving that vision, such as quotas. Some political parties in El Salvador, India and Morocco have included such statements and provisions supporting gender equality and promoting women’s political participation in their vision statements and party by-laws. 
Establish guidelines for candidate recruitment and party nomination committees

Candidate recruitment rules differ from party to party. Regardless of the process, however, guidelines that are clear and transparent and incorporate rules guaranteeing women’s participation are a significant advantage.

When the rules are unwritten and candidate selection is in the hands of a few party leaders, it is very difficult for women to compete on equal footing with men as they are typically excluded from the ‘all boys’ networks. Opening the process up so it is more participatory can combat the tendency for leaders in some parties to handpick their candidates according to undefined criteria. Rules should set clear targets to be achieved.
Ensure implementation and placement in winnable positions

The most effective candidate quotas are those that stipulate the placement of women in winnable positions or districts, and also provide for enforcement mechanisms to ensure their implementation. Several parties not only specify the proportion of candidates that must be women, but also specify which positions they should hold on party lists.

Work with CSOs to monitor compliance

In addition to electoral management bodies and internal party committees, CSOs have played an important role in several countries by monitoring the compliance of political parties to quota laws. CSOs have been instrumental in exerting pressure on political parties for the implementation of party promises and holding party leaders to account.
Cultivate strategic alliances with men

In a number of parties, male advocates for policies such as candidate quotas or reserved seats have played critical roles in building internal party support for these policies. If the participation of women is to be understood by party leadership as a benefit to the entire party, not solely to the women members, men must be involved in championing reforms.

Expand the pool of women candidates and provide skills training

Some political party leaders have argued that there is a shortage of willing and trained women candidates with the requisite confidence and experience to stand for election, which in turn can mean that the party does not reach its quota targets. This may be especially pronounced in post-conflict states where women tend to be sidelined from transitional processes unless political parties actively recruit women members to their ranks. It is important that, in addition to implementing candidate quotas, other supportive mechanisms for women’s political participation are encouraged. In countries where quotas have not been implemented, such measures take on more significance.

Political parties could also usefully support a network or community of women candidates who have run for election, whether or not they won. Parties could enlist their support to nurture connections with constituencies and encourage future women candidates.

Encourage multi-lateral relations and sharing of experiences

In many transitional countries, political parties value strategic relationships with international actors. Some parties look to Western European or North American parties for experience and to align themselves with the international grouping of political parties (party international groups). For some parties, for example, adopting a quota sends a message that the party is moving towards becoming more open and inclusive. Parties which seek to affiliate with Socialist International, for example, are encouraged to adopt measures to promote women’s political empowerment.
Do Quotas Work?
Key criteria needed for quotas to be effective are placement and enforcement. In the first instance, women will only benefit from a quota if they are placed in winnable positions on a party list, and not buried at the bottom with little chance of being elected. Secondly, legislated candidate quotas are more effective when they carry with them sanctions for non-compliance.
An indicative quota, either set voluntarily by a party or adopted by law, may set a target that may be difficult to enforce, either because the law does not stipulate how to reach the target, or because political parties ignore it in the absence of enforcement mechanisms. On the other hand, a compulsory quota not only sets a target, but also stipulates how it will be implemented, usually through a placement mandate. The law or regulations of the party can introduce measures so that women are placed in “winnable” positions on party lists, i.e. every second or third place on the list, and the party electoral lists are not accepted by the electoral authorities or party nomination committees until they comply.

The most effective means of enforcing party quotas is to empower the party’s executive committee and candidate selection committee to reject any party list or internal recruitment process that does not adhere to quota rules. 
Where legislated quotas apply, a further measure is to ensure that the electoral management body (electoral commission) oversees quota implementation, and that it has the power and means to ensure adherence to the law in practice. In several countries in Latin America and other regions, the electoral management body will reject the registration of candidate lists submitted by parties until the lists are in compliance with the requirements of the law.

When these steps are taken, quotas do work. They can be a catalyst for parity, leading to increased numbers of women in decision making positions who can influence policies in their country.  While quotas do not break down all of the barriers women face, they can be considered one important tool in an overall strategy to promote women’s political participation.  
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