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Foreword
Prominent academics and independent media report increased ‘brutalisation’ of 
the public sphere and political discourse in the region of Southeast Europe. This 
increased violence in public speech has decreased space for tolerant dialogue, 
civilised disagreements, and pluralism of opinions. The atmosphere of violence 
seems to be on the rise, and when democratic norms and standards deteriorate, 
women are one of the first marginalized groups to bear the consequences.

Women’s political participation has profound positive impacts on communities, 
legislatures, political parties, and citizen’s lives. Inclusion of women results in tan-
gible gains for democracy, including greater responsiveness to citizen needs, in-
creased cooperation across party and ethnic lines, and more sustainable peace. 
Even though women’s political participation and representation has made un-
precedented progress over the last century, there is still a long way to go before 
women and girls can be said to enjoy their fundamental rights, freedoms, and 
dignity that are their birthrights.

Women in Southeastern Europe (SEE) remain significantly underrepresented at 
all levels of political decision-making. There are  numerous barriers to women’s 
political participation in addition to a unique form of violence against women 
in public space, a phenomenon which is one of the major reasons women are 
discouraged to participate, especially in politics. While both men and women 
experience violence in politics, women are subjected to particular types of vio-
lence and intimidation that would rarely, if ever, happen to men.  The Research on 
Political participation and Violence against Women in Politics (VAW-P) undeni-
ably identifies psychological violence as the most common form of abuse against 
politically active women in SEE. It encompasses a spectrum of acts committed 
in person and, increasingly, online, that are designed to control, limit or prevent 
women’s full and equal political participation.1 

In order to address VAW-P, it is necessary to understand its forms, where it occurs 
and why. Unfortunately, such violence is widespread and systematic. Closely con-
nected with patriarchy and overall perception of women in SEE societies, VAW-P 
also preserves traditional gender roles and stereotypes. It is a globally underre-
ported phenomenon, often normalized and tolerated, with the vast majority of 
women who have experienced attacks likely to remain silent about them. This 
violence has enduring consequences on women, their families, their political ca-
reers, and ultimately on the health of democracy itself. 

1 National Democratic Institute, “Not the Cost: Stopping Violence Against Women in Politics,” NDI, 2021, 
https://www.ndi.org/not-the-cost.
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This research will add to NDI’s more than five years of global analysis to help 
inform the design and implementation of programs which will address VAW-P. 
Particularly relevant for the SEE region will be raising awareness, working with 
young politicians, governments, parliaments and the media  in programs that 
would lead to change of political culture more welcoming of women in public life.

Ana Radicevic, Program Director 
Regional Political Integrity Southeast Europe, NDI
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Executive Summary
Violence against women in politics (VAW-P) in the Balkans is widespread but 
often discreet. This “hidden violence” uses subtle and sophisticated tools to con-
trol or restrict women’s participation in politics. Some of these tactics include 
gaslighting, withholding information and using gender-based disinformation in 
smear campaigns. As many as four in 10 women respondents reported experienc-
ing some form of VAW-P. Half of the research participants claimed to be witness 
to some form of VAW-P, including psychological/verbal, economic, sexual, phys-
ical and/or online violence.

Breakthroughs in representation, policy, and legislation exist throughout South-
eastern Europe; however, on the whole, progress is uneven. Patriarchal structures 
are the norm in political leadership across the countries studied. These result in 
many cultural barriers, ranging from unequal distribution of family obligations to 
lack of professional opportunity and discounting women’s capabilities as leaders.

In politics, women tend to be siloed, silenced or attributed “traditional” women’s 
portfolios. Representation at local levels is especially low. These harmful stereo-
types and norms contribute to essentialist visions of women’s leadership which 
limit the complexity of leadership to unidimensional stereotypes. Interviewees 
felt that it is essential to transform the role of media away from its current rein-
forcement of harmful stereotypes toward increasing public awareness and confi-
dence in women leaders through increased and gender-neutral coverage.

Findings suggest nuanced contexts, in which common generalizations about 
gender need to be reevaluated. For example, interviewees identified numerous 
positive qualities associated with women’s leadership (honest, loyal, tireless, etc.). 
While this might initially appear to be a net gain for empowerment, in fact, many 
of these traits reflect the ongoing existence of problematic essentialist under-
standings of femininity. Similarly, feedback on gender quotas was similarly nu-
anced: while recognizing their general potential for good, research participants 
were swift to note both conceptual and practical shortcomings.

Psychological forms of violence were reported across the region including verbal 
abuse, blackmailing, and intimidation. Participants identified potential causes as 
backlash to women’s rising influence and negative perceptions of women who 
take on leadership roles. Violence and harassment in online spaces is also wide-
spread, especially for high-profile women leaders. The assault on women’s char-
acter and integrity in these public roles takes a lasting toll on their well-being and 
undermines public respect for women in politics.

Economic coercion and unequal access to financial resources is another form of 
hidden violence. Women interviewed describe fear of losing a job or position, 
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economic dependence on their job or on men in power, or smaller chances for 
promotion. Some describe a feeling of helplessness in the face of this form of 
coercion.

Sexual harassment and violence against women interviewed included a broad 
range of gender-based insults, commenting on the physical appearances of wom-
en, unwanted touching, inappropriate forms of communication, including mes-
sages and calls, nonverbal communication, and sexist jokes. These acts, like many 
other forms of violence experienced across the study, too often go unpunished 
despite being prohibited by law. Women in politics also experience physical vio-
lence, including reported cases of physical assault and squeezing.

The consequences of violence against women in politics in the SEE region range 
from impacting women’s health, their work, their families and ultimately, their 
ability to participate in political processes. Overcoming VAW-P must include 
dedicated work from a number of actors to transform the institutional, socio-cul-
tural, and individual factors that increase the prevalence of violence and to but-
tress those that promote equality. Although action must be tailored to each coun-
try’s context, the following recommendations are useful to consider for the region 
as a whole.

Type of Violence

Psychological abuse

Social media and 
internet-based abuse

Recommendations

●	 Ensure	that	VAW-P	and/or	GBV	laws	provide	adequate	
coverage of these forms of harm.

●	 Train	police	and	judges	about	these	forms	of	harm,	inc-
luding	appropriate	police	investigation	techniques	and	
gender-sensitive justice practices.

●	 Help	women	leaders	learn	about	subtle	and	discreet	
forms of harm, to recognize the signs of gaslighting and 
to learn to document cases to enable redress.

●	 Ensure	that	these	forms	of	harm	are	encoded	in	po-
litical party and media codes of conduct and that the 
measures are upheld and respected.

●	 Learn	about	effective	counterspeech	strategies,	as	well	as	
other effective responses to social media-based abuse.

●	 Empower	women	leaders	to	document	cases	of	online	
abuse.

●	 Enshrine	the	right	to	block	abusive	accounts	for	women	
in	politics,	based	on	the	fact	that	gender-based	attacks	
are a human rights violation and not part of freedom 
of speech.
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Economic violence

Sexual harassment

Physical attacks

Mediating harmful 
consequences

●	 Promote	good	digital	hygiene	practices	among	targe-
ted	groups	to	reduce	risk.

●	 Work	with	civil	society	actors	to	engage	in	collaborati-
ve bystander intervention strategies online.

●	 Educate	political	women	on	new	privacy	and	modera-
tion standards 

●	 Promote	gender-sensitive	campaign	finance	reform.
●	 Support	women’s	capacity	to	undertake	autonomous	

political fundraising initiatives.
●	 Monitor	and	 report	on	political	parties’	 respect	 for	

existing gender finance provisions.
●	 Highlight	good	practices	within	the	region	in	promoting	

women’s	access	to	political	resources.

●	 Ensure	that	existing	legal	provisions	on	GBV	cover	GBV	
in	political	spaces	and	recognize	that	GBV	in	politics	is	
an aggravating factor of harm.

●	 Introduce	policy	reform,	up	to	and	including	standalone	
laws and protocols covering sexual violence in politics.

●	 Maintain	a	zero-tolerance	policy	for	sexual	violence,	
including everything from sexual humor and stereo-
types to assault and rape, within all election- and poli-
tical-related codes of conduct.

●	 Ensure	 that	 law	enforcement	and	 justice	actors	are	
educated	on	sexual	violence	in	politics	and	equipped	
to deal with it in an appropriate and sensitive manner.

●	 Ensure	access	to	assistance	and	services	for	victims	of	
sexual violence in politics.

●	 Ensure	that	law	enforcement	and	justice	actors	are	ver-
sed on the aggravated impacts of physical assaults in 
the political space.

●	 Ensure	 that	women	 in	 politics	 potentially	 targeted	
with personal harm have access to security resources 
as needed, including for their homes and families.

●	 Maintain	a	zero-tolerance	policy	for	any	actor	that	pro-
motes,	encourages	or	engages	in	physical	attacks	or	
threats	of	attacks	against	political	women.

●	 Develop	 and	 promote	 networks	with	 resources	 for	
survivors of VAW-P, including community support 
networks	and	self-care	resources.
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Influence factor

Positive popular 
perception of 
women’s leadership 
qualities

Quotas can 
marginalize women 
or make them 
dependent on 
male leaders

Poor implementation 
and misuse of quotas

Low representation 
at local levels of 
government

Recommendations

●	 Civil	society	awareness	campaigns	emphasize	positive	
contributions of women in politics, drawing on impa-
ct studies, statistics, and testimonies, especially at the 
local level.

●	 Awareness	campaigns	avoid	and	denounce	essentialist	
depictions of women in politics, whether the narrative 
is positive or negative.

●	 Women	candidates	are	trained	to	recognize	and	call	
out essentialist depictions (whether positive or nega-
tive) and resist drawing on essentialist stereotypes in 
campaign rhetoric.

●	 Examine	quota	design	at	the	country	level	to	identify	
disempowering	factors	and	propose	quota	formula	re-
visions towards more empowering models.

●	 Draw	on	regional	examples	for	progressive	reform	and	
improvements	of	quota	laws.

●	 Introduce	 complementary	 laws,	 such	as	political	 fi-
nance (Albania), to reduce dependence on male party 
members.

●	 Promote	complementary	channels	to	reduce	depen-
dence for women candidates, such as supporting in-
dependent fundraising by women candidates.

●	 Review	enforcement	mechanisms	at	the	country	level	
and propose reform.

●	 Promote	civil	society	watchdogs	to	monitor	quota	im-
plementation and report on misuse.

●	 Advocate	for	strict	quota	implementation	action	from	
EMBs	and	other	responsible	parties.

●	 Draw	on	regional	examples	(Albania)	for	progressive	
reform	and	improvements	of	quota	laws.

●	 Build	networks	and	use	in-person	outreach	to	promote	
awareness	and	the	importance	of	women’s	participati-
on at local levels.

●	 Introduce	mentoring	programs	for	women	considering	
entering politics and/or for young women.

●	 Develop	available	resources	to	facilitate	the	work	of	
women in local politics, including orientation to the 
office and how-to guides for policy processes.
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Elected women face 
limits on their power 
in office

Media bias

Harmful stereotypes 
and norms

Multiple 
marginalization

●	 Promote	awareness	of	the	positive	contributions	of	lo-
cal level elected women in civic education campaigns.

●	 Identify	blockage	points	and	conduct	consultations	on	
how	to	overcome	specific	barriers	with	stakeholders.

●	 Create	coordinated	advocacy	goals	with	firm	targets	
based	on	increasing	women’s	substantive	 influence.	
Use indicators such as “Women hold 50% of non-tradi-
tionally female ministerial portfolios” or “Women chair 
committees controlling at least 50% of national budget 
spending,” etc.

●	 Provide	resources,	such	as	enhanced	and	targeted	par-
liamentary research services, to assist women in ma-
king	an	impact.

●	 Promote	positive	messaging	highlighting	women’s	con-
tributions to leadership in non-traditional roles (i.e., 
defense or economy portfolios, etc.)

●	 “Name	and	shame”	media	groups	that	regularly	pro-
mote harmful stereotypes, and/or offer “report cards” 
to highlight media groups that offer more balanced, 
gender-neutral coverage.

●	 Organize	constructive	civil	society	counter-speech	cam-
paigns to counter negative messaging online.

●	 Offer	media	training	to	women	candidates	to	enhance	
skills	in	speaking	to	the	press	and	developing	a	public	
persona.

●	 Institute	media	codes	of	conduct	around	elections	and	
hold media responsible for violating any hate speech, 
harmful stereotypes or other protected-identity-based 
abuse.

●	 Work	with	multi-sectoral	allies	to	deconstruct	and	co-
unter harmful norms in different sectors.

●	 Focus	programs	on	youth	leadership,	especially	work	
with boys.

●	 See	recommendations	above	regarding	messaging,	co-
unter-speech, etc.

●	 Identify	salient	identity	groups	in	each	context	as	an	
adapted	framework	of	analysis.

●	 Ensure	that	all	gender	policies	and	strategies	undergo	
a review to assess impacts from an intersectional lens.
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Introduction
Gender equality is central to EU membership (Romania) and accession treaties 
(Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), Kosovo, Montenegro, and Serbia). None-
theless, women in political life in SEE face many obstacles, including gender-based 
discrimination and stifling traditional gender roles. Women are politically under-
represented in all SEE countries, and in all decision-making bodies. Gender norms 
that associate men with belonging in the public sphere and women belonging in the 
private, domestic sphere of the family and home persist in SEE, as in many parts of 
the world. Such norms include perceptions that a woman’s role should be restricted 
to the home and caretaking, that politics is not relevant to the daily lives and needs 
of women, and that women are incapable and ineffective leaders.

Despite gender equality entering the public agenda across SEE nearly two de-
cades ago, significant changes to public consciousness have yet to occur. Aware-
ness about gender-based discrimination in politics and the general public is very 
low in SEE counties. NDI’s findings show that problems of gender inequality, gen-
der-based discrimination or VAW-P are not widely discussed or understood. 

In particular, the issue of VAW-P is under-
mining women’s participation across the re-
gion and creating a chilling effect on women 
considering political careers. While all forms 
of VAW-P exist across the region, so-called 
“hidden forms” are the most destructive. 
These actions undermine women’s leader-
ship at all turns, mocking and degrading them in public, shaming them, and ex-
cluding, gaslighting, and silencing.

NDI’s research found a low level of awareness among politicians about sexual 
harassment and the problems of gender discrimination, harmful “jokes,” and ver-
bal violence. Politicians from BiH, Montenegro, Romania, and Serbia believe that 
VAW-P is a “normalized occurrence.” Participants from Albania and Kosovo be-
lieve that gender-based violence against women in the politics of their country is 
not perceived as a “normalized occurrence.”

This report is composed of Part I. Status of Women in SEE: Opportunities, Chal-
lenges & Constraints,  Part II. The “Hidden Violence”: Addressing Violence 
Against Women in Politics in SEE and the Conclusion. After the methodology, 
Part I explains the challenges and constraints faced by women in the region, look-
ing at common features, as well as some of the distinct issues faced in the coun-
tries studied. Part II takes a deeper look at VAW-P, which is one of the least stud-
ied threats to women in public and political life  across the region.

“Marital status should not  
be important in the assembly.  
I’m not someone’s wife.  
I am my own person.” 

Kosovo, woman interviewee



15

Research Report

Southeast Europe Regional Political Integrity

Methodology
Within this research, “women in politics” is defined as all women involved in 
political activities, including those elected at the local or national levels; members 
and candidates of political parties; government officials at the local, national, and 
international levels; civil servants; ministers; ambassadors and other positions in 
the diplomatic corps.2 
To better understand the issue of VAW-P and its impact on women’s participa-
tion in public and political life, NDI conducted a qualitative study with female 
politicians who have experienced and/or are familiar with gender-based forms of 
violence (economic, online, physical, psychological, sexual, and verbal violence). 
The aim of this research is to provide a foundation for the development of com-
prehensive activities, policies, and programs to prevent all forms of VAW-P. In 
this research, six SEE countries were examined: Albania, BiH, Kosovo, Montene-
gro, Romania, and Serbia.
An online questionnaire was sent to 72 targeted participants. The research also 
used a qualitative method designed by Valicon (the firm contracted for the re-
search) for online interviews. In this method, called the Simulation Technique 
of Group Dynamics (STGD), the opinion of one respondent is conveyed as an 
argument to another respondent to use as a prompt for discussion. The same 72 
participants were reached for STGD interviews. This format was used to simu-
late focus group discussions, given the sensitive nature of the topics and out of 
health and safety considerations for participants and facilitators, as research was 
conducted amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The data collection and analysis was 
performed by Valicon Company. The research was conducted from July 1, 2020, 
through September 30, 2020.
Selection and inclusion criteria for the research participation involved women and 
men who are active members of political parties and women and men who have po-
litical responsibilities at any level of government - in total, 60 women and 12 men. 
A total of 72 in-depth interviews were conducted in Albania, BiH, Montenegro, 
Kosovo, Romania, and Serbia (12 STGD in-depth interviews per country). 
A limitation of this research is the size of the research sample. While 72 in-depth 
interviews were conducted, the findings cannot account for the entire population 
of SEE. An additional limitation is the instrument of measurement itself. Findings 
are based on the subjective responses and assessments of the research partici-
pants. Overall, however, the results of this study can provide some thematic and 
overarching conclusions.

2	United	Nations	Human	Rights	Council,	Report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its 
causes and consequences on violence against women in politics, (United Nations, June 2018).
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Part I.  
Status of Women in SEE:  
Opportunities, Challenges & Constraints

Positive factors
Positive popular perception of women’s leadership 
qualities
Women’s success in politics depends on popular support rooted in perceptions of 
their leadership qualities. This is a delicate subject – while negative bias and ste-
reotypes are clearly harmful to women’s empowerment, essentialist perceptions 
of feminine qualities (e.g., “nurturing,” “gentle,” “caring” etc.) can be equally re-
pressive. 

While the study sample size was too 
small to draw general conclusions, 
NDI nonetheless found many posi-
tive indications about the perception 
of women as leaders.

Research participants cited advan-
tages they perceived to women’s lead-
ership in politics. Most participants 
perceived women in politics as trust-
worthy and resilient to temptations 
of corruption. Other positive per-
ceptions of women’s leadership qual-
ities cited include being respectful of 
rules, thoughtful and deliberative in 
decision-making, cautious and pru-
dent in evaluating risks, and general-
ly upstanding in maintaining the dignity of their office, their position, and their 
role in the family. Other qualities suggested by participants included perceptions 
that women are assertive, ethical, good negotiators, and organized.

Perceptions of  
Women Leaders in SEE

Interviews described women leaders as:
• Assertive
• Reliable
• Loyal
• Respectful and empathetic
• Having strong negotiation and  

conflict-management skills
• Tolerant and patient
• Productive
• More transparent and respectful of 

ethics
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Gender quotas 

Gender quotas for political party candidate lists in elections are in place across 
the six SEE countries studied, though to varying extents of implementation and 
practice. Thirty (30) percent of the less represented gender is required in Albania, 
Montenegro, and Romania. Forty (40) percent is required in BiH, Kosovo, and 
Serbia. Sixty-five (65) percent of research participants supported the introduction 
of gender quotas for women. Participants noted that mandatory positions provide 
an opportunity for women to participate in politics in greater numbers and in-
fluence political parties to hire more women. They can also shift the quality and 
substance of policy development by ensuring women provide their perspectives. 
However, participants also perceived negative effects of quotas, such as minimiz-
ing the importance of women in politics and preventing women from having real 
power and making decisions independently.

While gender quotas can 
be an efficient mechanism, 
they have varying success, 
and flawed implementation 
can inhibit their ability to 
bolster women’s numerical, 
effective, and sustained po-
litical leadership and em-
powerment. The Kvinna till 
Kvinna report “Women’s 

“When we talk about gender representation, we 
are not talking about that minority representa-
tion, but we are talking about 50% of the popula-
tion that is not represented at all, and their needs 
are not articulated in an adequate way. No matter 
how hard some men try to provide support, they 
really can’t quite understand these problems.” 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, woman interviewee
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Rights in Western Balkans”3 shows that many inconsistencies and misuse of quota 
systems appeared during the period 2016-2020, from replacing female candidates 
who were elected with their male party colleagues to only partial implementation 
of quotas.

Regional breakthroughs
Progress of women in politics in the region in recent years is uneven and slow. 
However, there are important (if isolated) breakthroughs throughout the region. 
For example, at the time of writing, women held a near equal number of ministe-
rial positions in Albania and Serbia. Kosovo recently elected the highest number 
ever of women to the Assembly. Of the 44 women that were elected, 33 were elect-
ed directly without relying on the quota.4 In Albania, progressive legal reform has 
addressed shortcomings in the quota rules and complementary campaign finance 
regulations have been introduced.5

3	https://kvinnatillkvinna.org/publications/womens-rights-in-western-balkans-2020/
4	Die	Morina	van	Uijtregt,	“Representation	of	Women	in	Kosovo’s	Parliament	Increased	Without	Reliance	
on	 Gender	 Quotas,”	 Exit	 News,	 March	 8,	 2021,	 https://exit.al/en/2021/03/08/representation-of-wom-
en-in-kosovos-parliament-increased-without-reliance-on-gender-quotas/.
5 Source: Westminster Foundation for Democracy
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Challenges & Constraints
Inequality in local participation 
Women remain underrepresented in democratic processes, both as decision-mak-
ers and in democratic policymaking. There was a virtual consensus among par-
ticipants that women’s representation was insufficient in their countries and that 
more women should be engaging in the political sphere.

Despite some improvements in women’s participation at the national level across 
the six SEE countries studied, the gap between men’s and women’s participation 
is most visible at the local level. In the November 2020 local elections in BiH, for 
example, of 425 candidates for mayors, 29 were women, and only four were ulti-
mately elected.

6	Ministry	of	Health	and	Social	Protection	and	 Institute	of	 Statistics	of	 the	Republic	of	Albania, Gender 
Equality Index for the Republic of Albania 2020,	(Tirana:	Ministry	of	Health	and	Social	Protection	and	Insti-
tute of Statistics of the Republic of Albania, January 2020), http://www.instat.gov.al/media/6661/gender_
equality_index_for_the_republic_of_albania_2020.pdf.

Albania

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

In Albania, one woman must be included in the first three places on 
parliamentary	election	lists.	A	50	percent	gender	quota	for	lists	of	
municipal councilors was introduced into Albanian law in 2015, which 
facilitated	women	holding	44	percent	of	council	positions.	To	enforce	
the	gender	quota,	Albania	issues	penalties	for	non-compliance,	which	
includes monetary fines and the ability to refuse political party lists.
According	to	the	2020	Gender	Equality	Index,	women	hold	45	per-
cent of ministerial positions in Albania, which is higher than the 28 
percent average in EU member states. Women also hold 36 percent 
of	positions	in	Albania’s	regional	assemblies,	in	comparison	to	the	
EU member states average of 28 percent.6

In	1997,	a	gender	quota	was	introduced	in	BiH.	However,	gender	dis-
parity remains within all levels of government. A woman has never 
held	a	position	within	the	three-member	Presidency	of	BiH.	Only	one	
woman has been elected out of 11 presidents of the Federation of 
BiH.	Men	also	have	dominated	as	prime	ministers	in	all	10	cantons	
in	BiH.	Women	hold	15	of	96	cantonal	minister	positions.	Women	
hold	most	of	these	positions	in	“classical	women’s	areas,”	such	as	
education, health, and social policy.

Gender Quotas and Representation
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Kosovo

Montenegro

Romania

While	BiH	meets	their	gender	quota	of	women	on	electoral	lists,	the	
number of women elected to government remains low. Women are 
still underrepresented in all higher-level positions.7 

In	Kosovo,	the	Law	on	General	Elections	requires	a	minimum	gender	
quota	of	30	percent	on	party	lists.
Women remain underrepresented within political parties. Among 
the	Kosovar	political	parties,	there	is	only	one	female	party	leader.	
However,	more	women	were	directly	elected	by	the	popular	vote	to	
parliament	in	October	2019	than	ever	before.	
In	Montenegro,	the	Law	on	Election	of	Councilors	and	Representa-
tives stipulates that every fourth person on the election list must be 
a woman. Furthermore, if a female candidate resigns, the replace-
ment must also be a woman.8  

The	Women’s	Political	Network	launched	an	initiative	to	have	40	
percent of women on each electoral list and was supported by all 
political	parties.	However,	almost	all	the	political	parties	violated	
this agreement.
In	Montenegro,	women	are	underrepresented	in	positions	of	polit-
ical power, and they do not have the same influence as men in re-
gard to laws, policies, and reforms that shape socio-economic de-
velopment.	According	to	the	2019	Gender	Equality	Index,	there	are	
still	concerns	that	men	hold	positions	with	the	most	decision-mak-
ing	power,	and	women	hold	positions	in	more	“soft”	portfolios,	like	
sociocultural issues.9 
Approximately 24.7 percent of members of the National Parliament 
are women.10

Romania has a bicameral parliament that has implemented voluntary 
party	quotas.	Furthermore,	Romanian	law	stipulates	that	30	percent	

7	Lejla	Gačanica	et	al.,	Women’s	Rights	 in	Western	Balkans,	(Sweden:	Kvinna	till	Kvinna	Foundation,	No-
vember	 2020),	 https://kvinnatillkvinna.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/The-KvinnatillKvinna-Founda-
tion-report-WRWB_2020.pdf.
8 Ibid.
9	Olivera	Komar,	Gender Equality Index — Montenegro 2019, (United Nations Development Programme, 
January 2020), https://www.me.undp.org/content/montenegro/en/home/library/womens_empower-
ment/GEI2019.html.
10	Inter-Parliamentary	Union	(IPU),	“Monthly	Ranking	of	Women	in	National	Parliaments,”	Inter-Parliamen-
tary	Union,	November	2021,	https://data.ipu.org/women-ranking?month=10&year=2021.



21

Research Report

Southeast Europe Regional Political Integrity

Media bias
The media, including newspapers, magazines, television, radio, internet, and mo-
bile phone communications, is a key factor in shaping the perception of the im-
age of a politician. The media influences the attitudes, behavior, and worldviews 
of both the general population and politicians themselves. Research participants 
described the impact this can have on 
women in politics. Media, as they saw 
it, could play an ameliorating role by 
increasing coverage of women in pol-
itics and decision-making, increas-
ing the public confidence of women 
in politics, condemning VAW-P, and 
promoting democratic values of in-
clusion and representation. They also emphasized that media outlets can, and 
currently do, promote negative norms and stereotypes by providing insufficient 
coverage of women in politics, reinforcing sexist presentations and objectification 
of women in politics, trivializing the role of women in politics, or by focusing on 
tabloid and sensationalist reporting.

Serbia

of women must be on electoral lists. In the Chamber of Deputies, 72 
of 329 (22 percent) seats are held by women.11 
The	women	research	participants	in	Romania	do	not	agree	with	gen-
der	quotas	and	mandatory	positions.	According	to	the	participants,	
women who are not well-suited to certain political positions can do 
more	harm	than	good.	While	gender	quotas	are	a	“necessary	evil”	
in society, they can also become restrictive once a certain degree of 
democratization has been achieved.

Serbia	adopted	a	gender	quota	of	40	percent	for	candidates	on	elec-
toral lists in 2020. Aiming to increase female representation in poli-
tics,	Serbia’s	parliament	amended	two	laws:	the	Law	on	the	Election	
of	Members	of	Parliament	and	the	Law	on	Local	Elections.

“A journalist will ask [women poli-
ticians] something from the private 
sphere, something they would never 
ask a man, like ‘do you go to the mar-
ket?’.”

 Montenegro, woman interviewee

11	International	Institute	for	Democracy	and	Electoral	Assistance,	“Gender	Quotas	Database:	Romania,”	In-
ternational	IDEA,	last	modified	February	24,	2021,	https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/gender-quotas/
country-view/252/35.
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Albania

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Kosovo

Montenegro

According to research participants in Albania, the media plays  a sig-
nificant role in creating and establishing the public image of female 
politicians. 
The	media	has	the	capacity	to	promote	certain	behaviors,	beliefs,	
and	ways	of	thinking	to	the	public.	The	media	can	also	disseminate	
information	and	share	opinions	on	the	work	of	male	and	female	pol-
iticians. Research participants noted that the media often promotes 
unsuitable role models and incorrect behaviors, including undermin-
ing and psychologically, verbally, and sexually harassing female pol-
iticians.
Research participants in Albania stated that men dominate within 
the	country’s	media.	Participants	also	said	that	a	biased	media	has	a	
negative impact on society.

Research	 participants	 in	 BiH	 noted	 that	 the	media	 lacks	 gender	
awareness	and	sensitivity.	BiH	media	often	encourages	and	affirms	
a brave, combative, and “macho” male persona.
When reporting on the activities and characters of women in politics, 
the media can be aggressive, uninformed, and vicious. Furthermore, 
the media does not provide women with sufficient visibility.
However,	research	participants	stated	that	the	media	in	BiH	is	more	
political party-biased than gender-biased. In this context, all political 
figures, regardless of gender, are subjected to negative treatment 
by the media.

Although the media plays an important role in shaping the values of 
society,	research	participants	in	Kosovo	asserted	that	the	media	of-
ten uses their platform to report on sensationalist or superficial infor-
mation that negatively impacts female politicians. Reports on wom-
en	focus	on	their	scandals,	rather	than	their	values.	The	media	also	
perpetuates stereotypes to create distorted pictures of the realities 
of female politicians. 
In	Kosovo,	research	participants	noted	that	the	media	only	speaks	
about female politicians during election campaigns. Even then, fe-
male	politicians	are	spoken	about	in	a	superficial	manner,	instead	of	
detailing	their	political	potential	and	potential	contributions.	Men	
hold leadership positions within government and are more visible 
in the media.

In	Montenegro,	research	participants	stated	that	the	media	is	po-
litically biased and tends to report on sensationalist events, such as 
outbursts by politicians.

Gender in the Media
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Harmful gender stereotypes and norms
Research participants stated that gen-
der barriers act as a hindrance for 
female participation in politics. Par-
ticipants unanimously felt that patri-
archy remains the dominant social 
system within their country. Many 
participants reported that the notion 
that politics is not a job for women 
still permeates the political sphere in 
SEE and, in turn, influences public 
opinion. Research participants cit-
ed a number of other challenges to 
female participation: family obliga-

 

Romania

Serbia

The	media	in	Montenegro	is	interested	in	reporting	on	violence	only	
when it occurs, but does not relay preventative measures.
According to research participants, the media does not contribute to 
the	visibility	of	women	in	politics.	Leaders	of	political	parties,	who	are	
mostly men, are given the most media attention. When women are 
discussed in the media, they are degraded, objectified, and sexual-
ized.	The	political	activities	of	women	are	reduced	to	their	physical	
appearances	and	private	matters,	while	their	actions,	qualities,	polit-
ical	merits,	and	community	contributions	are	overlooked.

In	Romania,	research	participants	stated	that	the	country’s	media	
consists largely of tabloid and sensationalist journalism. Participants 
also	noted	that	the	Romanian	public	takes	an	interest	in	scandals	
and superficiality.
Compared to men, women in politics are more heavily scrutinized 
and criticized by the media.
According to research participants, the media is a powerful force that 
can positively or negatively impact society.

Research participants in Serbia asserted that the media is the most 
powerful	weapon	of	VAW-P.	Discussions	on	equality,	gender,	and	vi-
olence	are	moderated	by	and	reduced	to	closed	circles	of	like-mind-
ed people. According to research participants, these topics are not 
of importance to the Serbian media, as they will not “sell the news.” 
Instead, the media focuses on superficial topics, specifically the phys-
ical appearances of female politicians.

“It is much easier for men to leave 
home, engage in politics, participate 
in conferences and workshops. Their 
family obligations never violate or 
make it difficult for them to commit 
to and pursue a political career. You 
have never heard a man say, ‘I will 
not accept this invitation or either 
one because I have to raise a child.’”

Romania, woman interviewee
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tions or lack of support from the 
family, use of the family in politi-
cal attacks and smear campaigns, 
obstruction by colleagues, lack of 
opportunities for advancement, 
minimization of the importance 
and influence of women in pol-
itics, disregard of female politi-
cians, and discriminatory rep-
resentation of female politicians 

in the media (focusing on their physical appearances or family circumstances, 
rather than substantive issues). Seventy-nine (79) percent of research participants 
considered that women in politics sacrifice more than men.

In addition, research participants noted that women are often siloed within the 
public sphere. Women tend to be put into more “passive” roles as party members 
or advocates. Furthermore, research participants described that women tend to 
be represented in public spheres that align with what is traditionally considered 
“women’s issues:” education, health, and human rights. By contrast, men tend to 
hold positions that deal with finance, security sector, foreign affairs etc. Research 
participants described these challenges as common, and in general, female partic-
ipants stated that they could cope with them.

Another pervasive challenge identified by research participants was the “glass 
ceiling” phenomenon in the political spheres of SEE countries, which prevents 
women from reaching leadership positions or positions of political power and 
decision-making. According to their experiences, women are allowed to progress 
until the moment they become a perceived threat to the positions of men.

“Women do not want to be perceived as 
‘un-good’ mothers, as women who do not 
have happy families. Their moral code in 
this aspect is the first thing to be attacked, 
because the people who cause the attacks 
know very well that this is the weakest 
place for women.” 

Kosovo, woman interviewee

Albania According to research participants, patriarchy has deep roots in Al-
banian culture and politics. Patriarchal values are more prominent 
in	rural	areas.	In	urban	areas,	there	is	a	greater	push	for	breaking	ta-
boos	and	achieving	women’s	economic	resilience,	independence,	and	
participation in political activities. 
Research participants noted that political participation is considered 
a “male activity” in Albanian society. Although women are more ed-
ucated,	they	are	perceived	as	incapable	of	sufficiently	tackling	politi-
cal challenges. When women engage in politics, research participants 
said that some are assertive and combative, while the majority bow 
to their male colleagues.

Gender Norms
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Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

 

Kosovo

Montenegro

Research participants stated that educational institutions and the me-
dia	should	participate	in	breaking	the	taboo	of	“women	in	politics.”	
Participants suggested the incorporation of an educational curricu-
lum to empower women or urging the media to promote and report 
on successful women in leadership.

In	BiH,	research	participants	expressed	that	the	patriarchal	views	and	
values are less prominent and extreme. A woman would not be chal-
lenged	if	she	wanted	to	participate	in	politics.	However,	she	would	be	
asked	“whether	she	was	accomplished	as	a	wife	and	mother”	and,	
instead, be judged on this criterion.
Participants	asserted	that	women	in	BiH	are	the	greatest	proponents	
and supporters of upholding patriarchal values.
Patriarchal	views	are	promoted	within	educational	institutions.	The	
curriculum is based on traditional values where men are assigned the 
role of the breadwinner and hero, while women are assigned the role 
of	mother,	wife,	or	witch.	According	to	BiH	research	participants,	re-
ligious instruction in primary education also contributes to the pro-
motion of patriarchal views.
In	BiH,	women	do	not	hold	positions	as	party	presidents,	except	in	
the case of the Peasant Party, or in cases of parties appointing direc-
tors of public companies.

As	stated	by	the	research	participants,	Kosovo	is	a	highly	patriarchal	
society. While there has been progress in the last decade to combat 
gender stereotypes, some girls and women do not have the freedom 
of choice regarding economic stability, schooling and independence.
Research	participants	stressed	that	men	hold	all	key	positions	of	pow-
er	in	the	Kosovar	government.12	However,	patriarchal	views	and	val-
ues are changing. Women are becoming braver in their political roles 
and	slowly	bringing	pro-European	changes	to	Kosovo.	According	to	
the research participants, women engaged in political activities are 
at	the	beginning	of	a	challenging	path.	To	empower	women,	break	
taboos, stereotypes, and patriarchal ideologies, research participants 
said that change needs to start in educational institutions and with-
in families.

In	Montenegro,	participants	noted	that	citizens	(including	young	peo-
ple), media, and religious and educational institutions still promote 
and adhere to traditional and patriarchal values, which promote gen-
der stereotypes and traditional roles for women and men.

12	Please	note	this	research	was	conducted	before	Vjosa	Osmani	was	elected	President	of	Kosovo	in	April	
2021.
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Segregation of responsibilities
The research suggests that women’s political forums, associations and/or networks 
in the region have limited significance in strengthening the position of women. 
Although various parties have created structures like this as part of their declared 
support of women’s political participation, interviewees felt they are not having 
the desired impact. Specifically, women’s political portfolios tend to be restricted 
to stereotypical “women’s topics” such as gender equality, health and family, hu-
manitarian actions, and social issues. Men continue to dominate topics perceived 

Romania

Serbia

Patriarchy contributes to the systematic discrimination of women en-
gaging in politics. While there is female representation in the political 
sphere,	women	do	not	hold	leadership	positions.	However,	research	
participants	mentioned	that	a	woman,	Dr.	Draginja	Vuksanovic,	ran	
for	president	in	Montenegro.

Romania	is	a	member	of	the	EU,	where	gender	equality	is	an	import-
ant	criterion	for	admission.	However,	research	participants	stated	that	
patriarchy has only been eradicated “on paper,”  and patriarchal val-
ues are still prevalent in Romanian society.
Participants asserted that Romania culturally supports patriarchal 
values	and	views.		The	role	of	a	“housewife,	caretaker,	and	mother”	
is	first	ascribed	to	a	woman	before	she	can	take	on	the	role	of	a	“pol-
itician or successful manager.”
Women have limited access to job opportunities because men per-
form the most “important” jobs and reach job-related agreements 
in informal circumstances. Furthermore, leadership positions are of-
ten reserved for men.
Research participants stated that the media and educational, polit-
ical, and religious institutions could contribute to changing existing 
social	patterns.	However,	these	institutions	do	not	pay	sufficient	at-
tention	to	issues	of	gender	equality.

Research participants concluded that Serbia has moved away from 
patriarchal	views	and	values.	However,	the	most	“important	func-
tions” are still performed by men. 
In addition, participants noted that many women in Serbian society 
uphold and ascribe to patriarchal views, despite progress made to-
wards	gender	equality	in	politics.	and	gender-based	discrimination.
To	combat	these	patriarchal	patterns,	participants	stated	that	change	
must begin with education, and then through the media and political 
action, particularly as each institution (education, health, media, and 
politics) currently promotes a patriarchal model. 
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as “more important” such as defense, the economy, and foreign policy. In light of 
this, intraparty forums and associations struggle for influence. They often lack 
any budget or resources for elevating their positions.

Overlooking multiple marginalizations
Intersectionality is a neglected component of political participation in SEE coun-
tries. Women from ethnic minority groups and LGBTQI+ communities face 
additional barriers to meaningful political participation, decision-making, and 
leadership. For example, a recent study on Albania by the Westminster Founda-
tion for Democracy finds regional and ethnic divisions impacting women’s polit-
ical participation: “The conservative Gheg culture of Northern Albania has long 
been more difficult for women to take on non-traditional roles than the more 
progressive southern Tosks. Similarly, women’s leadership is reportedly more ac-
cepted in urban and peripheral areas compared to rural areas.”

Recommendations – Part I
Influencing Factor

Positive popular 
perception of 
women’s leadership 
qualities

Quotas that can 
marginalize women or 
make them dependent 
on male leaders

Recommendations

●	 Emphasize	positive	contributions	of	women	in	politics,	
drawing on impact studies, statistics, and testimonies, 
especially at the local level, through civil society awa-
reness campaigns.

●	 Avoid	and	denounce	essentialist	depictions	of	women	
in politics, whether the narrative is positive or negative.

●	 Train	women	candidates	to	recognize	and	call	out	es-
sentialist depictions (whether positive or negative) and 
resist drawing on essentialist stereotypes in campaign 
rhetoric.

●	 Examine	quota	design	at	the	country	level	to	identify	
disempowering	factors	and	propose	quota	formula	re-
visions towards more empowering models.

●	 Draw	on	regional	examples	for	progressive	reform	and	
improvements	of	quota	laws.

●	 Introduce	 complementary	 laws,	 such	as	political	 fi-
nance legislation in Albania, to reduce dependence 
on male party members.
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Poor implementation 
and misuse of quotas

Low representation 
at local levels of 
government

Elected women face 
limits on their power 
in office

Media bias

●	 Promote	complementary	channels	to	reduce	the	de-
pendency of women candidates, such as supporting 
independent fundraising by women candidates.

●	 Review	enforcement	mechanisms	at	the	country	level	
and propose reform.

●	 Promote	civil	society	watchdogs	to	monitor	quota	im-
plementation and report on misuse.

●	 Advocate	for	strict	quota	implementation	action	from	
the	electoral	management	bodies	(EMBs)	and	other	
responsible parties.

●	 Draw	on	regional	examples	for	progressive	reform	and	
improvements	of	quota	laws.

●	 Build	networks	and	use	in-person	outreach	to	promote	
awareness	and	the	importance	of	women’s	participati-
on at local levels.

●	 Introduce	mentoring	programs	for	women	considering	
entering politics.

●	 Develop	available	resources	to	facilitate	the	work	of	
women in local politics, including orientation to the 
office and how-to guides for policy processes.

●	 Promote	awareness	of	the	positive	contributions	of	lo-
cal-level elected women in civic education campaigns.

●	 Identify	blockage	points	and	conduct	consultations	on	
how	to	overcome	specific	barriers	with	stakeholders.

●	 Create	coordinated	advocacy	goals	with	firm	targets	
based	on	increasing	women’s	substantive	 influence.	
Use indicators such as “Women hold 50% of non-tradi-
tionally female ministerial portfolios” or “Women chair 
committees controlling at least 50% of national budget 
spending,” etc.

●	 Provide	resources,	such	as	enhanced	and	targeted	par-
liamentary research services, to assist women in ma-
king	an	impact.

●	 Promote	positive	messaging	highlighting	women’s	con-
tributions to leadership in non-traditional roles (i.e., 
defense or economy portfolios, etc.)

●	 “Name	and	shame”	media	groups	that	regularly	pro-
mote harmful stereotypes, and/or offer “report cards” 
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Harmful stereotypes 
and norms 

Multiple 
marginalization

to highlight media groups that offer more balanced, 
gender-neutral coverage.

●	 Organize	constructive	civil	society	counter-speech	cam-
paigns to counter negative messaging online.

●	 Offer	media	training	to	women	candidates	to	enhance	
skills	in	speaking	to	the	press	and	developing	a	public	
persona.

●	 Institute	media	codes	of	conduct	around	elections	and	
hold media responsible for committing any hate spee-
ch, harmful stereotypes or other protected-identity-ba-
sed abuse.

●	 Work	with	multi-sectoral	allies	to	deconstruct	and	co-
unter harmful norms in different sectors.

●	 Focus	programs	on	youth	leadership,	especially	work	
with boys.

●	 See	recommendations	above	regarding	messaging,	co-
unter speech, etc.

●	 Identify	salient	identity	groups	in	each	context	as	an	
adapted	framework	of	analysis.

●	 Ensure	that	all	gender	policies	and	strategies	undergo	
a review to assess impacts from an intersectional lens.
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Part II.  
The “Hidden Violence”: Addressing  
Violence Against Women in Politics in SEE

Violence against women in politics in the Balkans is widespread but often dis-
creet. This “hidden violence” uses subtle and sophisticated tools to control or re-
strict women’s participation in politics. Across the region, NDI has documented 
tactics like gaslighting, using gender-based disinformation in smear campaigns, 
and withholding information as the means of inhibiting women’s exercise of their 
political rights. VAW-P in the Balkans occurs in both public and private spaces, 
including in political parties and parliament. Unlike other forms of electoral or 
political violence usually carried out by political opponents, in these cases perpe-
trators may include a woman’s family members and friends. Media outlets con-
tribute to VAW-P in the Balkans by promoting harmful stereotypes and promot-
ing degrading images of political women through their reporting.

Sixty-eight (68) percent of research participants stated that VAW-P in their coun-
try is widespread and 56 percent considered it to be a normal phenomenon. As 
many as four in 10 women respondents reported experiencing some form of 
VAW-P. Half of the research participants claimed to be witnesses to some form 
of VAW-P. BiH and Serbia are the case studies where the highest percentage of 
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participants reported experiencing some form of VAW-P. Anecdotal observation 
suggests there are more women in politics in these countries who have public-
ly questioned established patriarchal norms, and therefore have become targets 
and experienced higher levels of violence. This research found that young women 
with less experience in politics and those who are perceived as a threat to men’s 
positions experienced VAW-P more than their colleagues.

VAW-P, as examined by this research, manifested in five primary forms: psycho-
logical/verbal, economic, sexual, physical, and online violence. Asked to assess 
how often they were exposed to some form of violence in politics (whether they 
were direct victims or directly observed violence perpetrated against others), re-
search participants stated that they were frequently exposed to violence, especially 
to psychological abuse and online violence. Economic violence was most preva-
lent among politicians in Kosovo, BiH, and Montenegro. Other forms of violence 
were noted as individual sporadic incidents, but ones that attract significantly 
more attention from the political community, the media, and the general public.

Psychological violence:  
“Hidden abuse” is pervasive and insidious

A commonly recognized form of psychological VAW-P is verbal abuse, which 
can involve insulting, shouting at, and swearing at female politicians. However, 
psychological violence in the Balkans is characterized as “hidden abuse”, such as 
denying, harassing, ignoring, intimidating, isolating, threatening, and underesti-
mating women in politics. Such violence can range from subtle comments related 
to women’s competencies or physical appearance to a wide spectrum of behaviors, 
such as the psychological phenomenon of gaslighting, withholding information, 
conducting smear campaigns, shaming, blackmailing, labeling women as aggres-
sive, emotional, or hysterical, minimizing the importance of women’s opinion or 
initiatives, excluding women from decision-making, interrupting or speaking 
over women, ascribing guilt and shame, or even blaming women for banal prob-
lems, and linking a woman’s success with an influential man.

In SEE countries, psychological and verbal violence against women in politics was 
identified as the most widespread form of violence and directed towards women 
in all positions. Participants reported that failure to recognize the forms and acts 

Definition 
Psychological violence in politics involves hostile behavior and abuse intended to cau-
se	fear,	emotional	harm,	and/or	damage	to	a	woman’s	reputation	and	social	status.
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of psychological violence was partic-
ularly worrying, as it results in a lack 
of public condemnation.

Patriarchal norms create space for 
sexist jokes and comments and other 
forms of psychological violence. Par-
ticipants also noted that one motive of 
violence appears to be when others run out of substantive arguments against a pro-
posal or position. Women noted fear of losing their jobs, low self-esteem, preference 
for taking the path of least resistance, and acceptance of these forms of behavior 
among themselves. Ultimately, this type of violence is often normalized across SEE.

Apart from Albania, where the reported experiences of psychological and verbal 
violence were described at a moderate level, all other SEE countries reported high 
levels. Psychological violence often targets different groups of women, such as 
those who are not married and women who have no children in Montenegro, or 
young women in Bulgaria, Kosovo, and Serbia. In Bulgaria, acts of psychological 
violence are oriented towards intimidation in the form of gendered disinforma-
tion, such as fabricating stories about a woman politician or her family or pro-
claiming women politicians as traitors of the state.

“When they have nothing else to say 
in the discussion, they start to attack 
you as a woman to discredit your 
work or ideas.” 

Bosnia and Herzegovina,  
woman interviewee 

In the politics 
of my country, 
violence against 
women occurs

I have witnessed 
violence against 
women in my 
country’s politics

I have survived 
gender-based 
violence in politics

In the political 
party to which I 
belong, violence 
against women is 
being conducted

Albania BiH Montenegro Kosovo Romania Serbia

High Medium LowRepresentation of violence  
against women in politics
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Albania

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: giving orders, pressuring and 
blackmailing	women,	disabling	freedom	of	speech	and	independent	
decision-making,	 excluding	 women	 from	 decision-making,	 gen-
der-based	insults	and	inappropriate	jokes,	and	deeming	female	re-
actions as emotional or hysterical.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: all women in public and leadership positions.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, women, the media, social media, 
political leaders, political parties, and non-party colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: control and domination over women, exploit-
ing	women	and	their	positions	to	achieve	personal	goals,	lack	of	re-
spect for women, minimizing the importance of women and their 
work,	the	perception	that	women	are	less	valuable	and	cannot	en-
gage efficiently in politics. 
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchal views 
and	 patterns,	 women’s	 economic	 dependence,	 low	 self-esteem	
among	women,	and	women’s	desire	to	not	be	perceived	as	weak,	
sensitive, or spoiled. 

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: women are underestimat-
ed,	excluded	from	decision-making,	ignored,	insulted,	mocked,	and	
called inappropriate names; men minimize the importance of wom-
en’s	opinions,	comment	on	women’s	physical	appearances,	make	gen-
der-based	jokes	and	non-verbal	gestures,	and	interpret	female	reac-
tions as emotional or hysterical. 
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: all women in public and leadership positions, 
specifically	those	who	think	outside	of	the	box	or	dare	to	be	outspo-
ken	and	question	male	authorities.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, women, the media, social me-
dia,	political	leaders,	political	parties,	political	workers,	and	legal	in-
stitutions.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE:	to	dominate	and	discredit	women	while	mak-
ing them feel powerless. Additional motives include jealousy and us-
ing violence in the absence of a constructive argument.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchal views 
and accepted behaviors, gender stereotypes, women fearing they will 
lose their positions and, instead, following the path of least resistance.

Psychological Violence
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Kosovo

 

Montenegro

Romania

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: intimidation, exclusion, and 
lack	of	independent	decision-making,	minimizing	women’s	opinions,	
gender-based insults, and inappropriate nonverbal communication.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all positions of government, spe-
cifically independent and/or young women. 
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, women who are jealous or in 
competition with other female politicians, the media, social media, 
political	leaders,	political	parties,	and	workers.	
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: domination or envy/jealousy.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchal val-
ues and the acceptance of male dominance; furthermore, women 
who	are	politically	ambitious,	inexperienced,	and/or	question	male	
authorities are often targeted.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: intimidation, harassment, 
excluding	 women	 from	 decision-making,	 ignoring	 women,	 gen-
der-based	insults	and	jokes,	deeming	female	reactions	as	emotional	
or	hysterical,	and	linking	a	woman’s	success	to	a	man.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all political positions, specifically 
those	who	are	outspoken	and	think	outside	of	the	box,	question	male	
authorities, do not have children and/or are not married.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, women, the media, social media, 
political	leaders,	political	workers,	and	legal	institutions.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: domination and humiliation of women in pol-
itics.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchal 
views,	lack	of	understanding	on	issues	of	gender	inequality	and	gen-
der-based violence.

LEVEL OF EXPOSURE: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: limited independence in deci-
sion-making,	hostile	behavior	towards	ambitious	women,	blackmail-
ing, underestimating or intimidating women, gender-based insults, 
and asserting that women are emotional, hysterical, or sensitive.  
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all political positions are exposed 
to	psychological	and	verbal	forms	of	violence.	More	specifically,	vic-
tims	are	often	women	who	are	outspoken	and	question	male	authori-
ties,	think	outside	of	the	box,	have	low	self-esteem,	and/or	are	young.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, women, the media, social me-
dia, political leaders, and colleagues.
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Social media and internet-based attacks drive  
gender-based harassment

Online violence includes inciting 
group hatred, attacks on privacy, ha-
rassment, stalking, insults, unscrupu-
lous access to harmful content, and the 
spread of violent and offensive com-
ments. As identified in NDI’s “Tweets 
That Chill” report on the unique phe-
nomenon of online VAW-P, “This ac-

Serbia

MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: control and domination.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: negative percep-
tion	of	politics,	the	lack	of	punishment	or	condemnation	of	violent	
behavior, sensationalist reporting by the media, and social and cul-
tural discrimination.
IMPACT OF VIOLENCE: women fearing secondary victimization and 
reported low self-esteem and ambition. 

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: women are underestimated, ex-
cluded,	blackmailed,	intimidated,	ignored,	denied	the	opportunity	to	
speak,	insulted,	and	have	a	lack	of	independence	in	decision-making.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all political positions, specifically 
those who are in leadership positions, have low self-esteem, and/or 
are young.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, women, the media, social me-
dia, political leaders, and colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: to dominate and overpower women.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchal views, 
the	lack	of	punishment	of	violent	behavior,	and	the	accepted	percep-
tion of ambitious or successful women as threats.

Definition 
Internet violence is a general term for any communication activity with cyber-tech-
nology, which can be considered harmful to both the targeted individual and the 
consumers of digital technology and participants in online discourse.

“Most personal experience rela-
tes to [online] violence because it 
allows perpetrators to cover up and 
do so without consequences and 
behind hidden profiles.”

Albania, woman interviewee
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tivity can be anonymous, borderless, sustained, and permanent. The perception 
of impunity emboldens perpetrators and raises women’s sense of insecurity and 
violation.”

Research reflected different levels of 
online VAW-P in SEE countries. Par-
ticipants from Montenegro and Al-
bania reported moderate exposure, 
while findings for BiH, Kosovo, Ro-
mania, and Serbia suggested a higher 
level of exposure to internet violence. 
Women who are public figures, including government officials, are the main vic-
tims of internet violence. Perpetrators were often from the media,and particularly 
tabloid media, and the general public. Participants from Kosovo and Romania 
stated that society’s general indication of what does and does not constitute vio-
lence is very much reflected in the discussion on VAW-P. For example, many re-
search participants considered online physical threats and blatant harassment as 
examples of online violence, while rude comments about appearance may not be. 

For all SEE countries, sanctions are weak 
or do not exist for these forms of online 
VAW-P. Public publicity, and particular 
public profiles on social media, appears 
to create space for this type of violence 
against women in politics. Echoing NDI’s 

prior research on online VAW-P, five participants believed that internet violence 
prevents or restricts women from engaging in politics and affects their private 
lives as well as their public image. Participants stated that motives for internet 
violence are to discourage women from engaging in politics, to weaken a woman’s 
power, and to minimize women’s influence.

“I have wanted to leave social 
networks 1,000 times so far, because 
I do not want to suffer that kind of 
frustration or aggression.”

Serbia, woman interviewee

“The deputy minister, who 
appeared on TV every day,  
was turned into a meme.”

Albania, woman interviewee

Albania EXPOSURE LEVEL: moderate level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE:	 	attack	on	privacy,	violation	
of privacy, exposure to inappropriate family content, harassment, 
stalking,	insult,	dissemination	of	violent	and	offensive	comments,	
publishing of private images, editing inappropriate images, threats, 
memes,	mockery.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women at all levels of government; women 
in public positions; women who are publicly exposed; women who 
stand out for their political affiliation or pleasing appearance; suc-

Online Violence
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Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Kosovo

cessful women; popular women.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: media in general, tabloid media, cit-
izens, men, women, party colleagues, and non-partisan colleagues. 
Whoever forwards such news is an accomplice.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: degradation of women at the gender level, 
marginalization	of	a	woman’s	influence	if	she	holds	important	posi-
tions or initiates a valid project, jealousy, unconsciousness of doing 
anything wrong, a tabloid culture of living.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: opportunity to 
inspect and deal with the private lives of public figures, possibility 
of anonymous publications/inappropriate forms of behavior under 
the veil of anonymity, impossibility or difficulty of sanctioning these 
forms of violence.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE:	attacks	on	privacy;	violation	
of privacy; exposure to inappropriate family content; harassment; 
stalking;	insult;	dissemination	of	violent	and	offensive	comments;	
publishing of private images; editing inappropriate images; threats.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women at all levels of government; women 
in public positions; women who are publicly exposed; women who 
stand out for their political affiliation or pleasing appearance; suc-
cessful women; popular women.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: media in general, tabloid media, cit-
izens, men, women, party colleagues, and non-partisan colleagues. 
Whoever forwards such news is an accomplice.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: degradation of women at the gender level; 
marginalization	of	a	woman’s	influence	if	she	holds	important	posi-
tions or initiates valid projects; jealousy; bad intentions; unawareness 
of doing anything wrong; tabloid culture of life.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: tabloid culture, 
opportunity to inspect and deal with the private lives of public fig-
ures, possibility of anonymous publications/inappropriate forms of 
behavior under the veil of anonymity, impossibility or difficulty of 
sanctioning these forms of violence.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public exposure 
through more social media, publishing private pictures, comments, etc.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure. 
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE:	attacks	on	privacy;	violation	of	
privacy;	exposure	to	inappropriate	family	content;	harassment;	stalking;	
insult; dissemination of violent and offensive comments; publishing of 
private	pictures;	editing	inappropriate	images;	threats;	mockery.
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Montenegro

VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women at all levels of government; women 
in public positions; women who are publicly exposed; women who 
stand out for their political affiliation or pleasing appearance; suc-
cessful women; popular women; strong women.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: media in general; tabloid media, cit-
izens, men, women, party colleagues, and non-partisan colleagues. 
Whoever forwards such news is an accomplice.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: intimidation of women; discouraging women 
from engaging in politics; degradation of women at the gender level; 
marginalization	of	women’s	influence;	jealousy;	bad	intentions;	un-
consciousness of doing anything wrong; a tabloid culture of living.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE:	society’s	general	
indication of what is and what is not violence; tabloid culture of life; 
the opportunity to inspect and deal with the private lives of public fig-
ures; the possibility of anonymous publications/inappropriate forms 
of behavior under the guise of anonymity; impossibility or difficulty 
of sanctioning these forms of violence.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public exposure; 
presence	on	social	networks	in	an	inappropriate	and	provocative	way	
(pictures, posts, etc.); public exposure through more social media, 
publishing private pictures, comments, etc.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: moderate level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: incitement of group hatred; 
privacy	attacks;	harassment;	stalking;	insult;	dissemination	of	violent	
and offensive comments; publishing of private images; editing inap-
propriate images and content; threats.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women at all levels of government; women 
in public positions; women who are publicly exposed; women who 
stand out for their political affiliation or pleasing appearance; suc-
cessful women; popular women.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: media in general, tabloid media, cit-
izens, men, women, party colleagues, and non-partisan colleagues. 
Whoever forwards such news is an accomplice.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: degradation of women at the gender level; 
marginalization	of	women’s	influence;	jealousy;	bad	intentions;	un-
consciousness of doing anything wrong; a tabloid culture of living.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: tabloid culture of 
living; opportunity to inspect and deal with the private lives of public 
figures; possibility of anonymous publications/inappropriate forms 
of behavior under the veil of anonymity; impossibility or difficulty of 
sanctioning these forms of violence.
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Romania

Serbia

INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public exposure 
through more social media, publishing private pictures, comments, etc.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE:	attacks	on	privacy;	violation	
of privacy; exposure to inappropriate family content; harassment; 
stalking;	insult;	dissemination	of	violent	and	offensive	comments;	
publishing of private pictures; editing inappropriate images; threats; 
mockery.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women at all levels of government; women 
in public positions; women who are publicly exposed; women who 
stand out for their political affiliation or pleasing appearance; success-
ful women; popular women; and provocative women. 
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: media in general, tabloid media, cit-
izens, men, women, party colleagues, and non-partisan colleagues. 
Whoever forwards such news is an accomplice.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: intimidation of women; discouraging women 
from engaging in politics; degradation of women at the gender lev-
el;	weakening	of	a	woman’s	power;	marginalization	of	women’s	in-
fluence; bad intentions; unconsciousness of doing anything wrong; 
a tabloid culture of living.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: society’s	gener-
al indication of what is and what is not violence; tabloid culture of 
life; opportunity to inspect and deal with the private lives of public 
figures; possibility of anonymous publications/inappropriate forms 
of behavior under the veil of anonymity; impossibility or difficulty of 
sanctioning these forms of violence.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public exposure; 
presence	on	social	networks	in	inappropriate	and	provocative	ways	
(pictures, posts, etc.); public exposure through more social media, 
publishing private pictures, comments, etc.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: high level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE:	attacks	on	privacy;	violation	
of privacy; exposure to inappropriate family content; harassment; 
stalking;	insult;	dissemination	of	violent	and	offensive	comments;	
publishing of private images; editing inappropriate images and con-
tent;	threats;	mockery.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women at all levels of government; women 
in public positions; women who are publicly exposed; women who 
stand out for their political action or pleasing appearance; successful 
women; popular women.
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Economic violence:  
Women in politics are at a disadvantage

This includes coercive behavior that 
controls women’s access to econom-
ic resources, thus depriving them of 
the tools necessary for active politi-
cal action, professional development, 
or routine political activity that be-
long to them by law or are otherwise 
available to their male colleagues. 
While less visible, it strongly impacts 
women in politics, either in a direct 
way or contributing to vulnerability 
to other forms of violence. Research 
participants cited, for example, fear of losing a job or position, economic depen-
dence on their job or on men in power, or smaller chances for promotion. Partic-
ipants also noted that male colleagues have disproportionate control of budgets, 
clubs, commissions, and ministries. Other forms of economic violence include 

PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: media in general, tabloid media, cit-
izens, men, women, party colleagues, and non-partisan colleagues. 
Whoever forwards such news is an accomplice.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: degradation	of	women;	weakening	of	a	wom-
an’s	power;	marginalization	of	women’s	influence;	jealousy;	bad	in-
tentions;	refusal	to	acknowledge	wrongdoing;	a	tabloid	culture	of	
living.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: tabloid culture of 
living; opportunity to inspect and deal with the private lives of public 
figures; possibility of anonymous publications/inappropriate forms of 
behavior under the guise of anonymity; impossibility or difficulty of 
sanctioning these forms of violence.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public exposure 
through more social media, publishing private pictures, comments, 
etc.

Definition 
Economic violence includes the systematic denial of resources to women for election 
activities	or	restricting	women’s	access	to	resources	that	are	available	to	men.

“There was an internal agreement, 
which should have been respected 
by all parties. A certain amount of 
money, now I don’t know if it was 
3% of the total amount from the 
budget that the party receives, goes 
to the women’s forum, no one res-
pected that, and internally everyone 
agreed.”

Montenegro, woman interviewee
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the disproportionate financial support to men’s projects, a lack of paid positions 
or poorly paid positions for women in politics, restricted or no access to money 
within the political parties for women, a lack of women participating in financial 
decision-making, and a lack of funding for women’s political campaigns. 

Respondents reported that perpetrators of economic violence were generally 
male politicians, political party leaders, and political workers at all levels. As with 
other types, external factors contributing to economic violence were primarily 
patriarchal norms and poor enforcement of existing laws. Both result in econom-
ic power resting primarily in the hands of men and non-recognition of forms and 
acts of economic violence.

Respondents reported economic VAW-P less frequently. Those from BiH and 
Montenegro recognized intimidation via targeting women (with their political 
position/existence) to enforce obedience to the party , while others noticed that 
political parties rarely or never fund women’s projects. Participants vocalized a 
“helplessness to change anything” (BiH), which leads to low or non-existing re-
porting of economic violence against women in politics. 

Albania EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: men solely controlling minis-
tries, clubs, and commissions that bring money; men manage and 
control budgets; financial support of projects in which the holders 
are men; enabling men to manage money/budgets independently; 
women have restricted or no access at all money within the politi-
cal	parties	to	which	they	belong;	non-financing	of	women’s	political	
campaigns.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all positions without exception.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men in the party; and party leaders. 
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE:	control;	domination;	exploiting	a	woman’s	
voice or position to achieve the personal goals of the leader or polit-
ical party to which the woman belongs;  minimizing the importance 
of	women	and	the	products	of	her	work.	
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchy; un-
consciousness gender boas. 
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: gender igno-
rance; non-recognition of forms and acts of economic violence; strug-
gle	for	equal	economic	conditions	within	political	parties.

Economic Violence
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Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Kosovo

Montenegro

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: women do not have access to 
the	party’s	money	or	budgets;	women	do	not	participate	in	deciding	
how	to	distribute/spend	party	budgets;	blackmailing	a	woman	to	be	
obedient and follow party ideology; women in campaigns have lit-
tle or no financial assistance; women do not join clubs or commis-
sions that bring in money; women do not hold (additional) political 
functions that bring in money; political parties rarely or never fund 
women’s	projects.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all positions without exception.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, some women, leaders, deci-
sion-makers,		political	workers	at	all	levels,	party	colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: the desire for economic power combined 
with cultural, ideological, and social inherited patriarchy which dic-
tates that “man is the bearer/bearer of money;” failure to recognize 
forms and acts of economic violence.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchy; dom-
ination; retaining power/money in the hands of men; laws that are 
not enforced.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: economic depen-
dence/blackmail;	gender	unconsciousness;	non-recognition	of	forms	
and acts of economic violence; helplessness to change anything.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: women do not have access to 
positions that bring in money; women do not participate in deciding 
how to distribute/spend party money or budgets; women in cam-
paigns have little or no financial aid/men have significantly more fi-
nancial aid in campaigns than women; women do not have the op-
portunity to participate in commissions and clubs that bring money.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all positions without exception.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, some women, leaders, deci-
sion-makers,	political	workers	at	all	levels,	and	party	colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: power; domination.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchy.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: non-recognition 
by women of forms and acts of economic violence; gender uncon-
sciousness; acceptance of patriarchy (unreservedly).

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE:	blackmail	of	a	woman	in	or-
der to be obedient and follow party ideology, women do not have 
access to positions that bring in money,  women do not participate 
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Romania

 
Serbia

in	deciding	how	to	distribute/spend	party’s	money	or	budgets,	polit-
ical	parties	rarely	or	never	fund	women’s	projects.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all positions without exception.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, some women, leaders, deci-
sion-makers,	political	workers	at	all	levels,	party	colleagues.	
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: power.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: cultural, ideo-
logical, and social patriarchy, non-recognition of forms and acts of 
economic violence, gender unconsciousness.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: unconscious gen-
der	bias,	submissiveness	towards	men,	non-questioning	of	patriarchal	
patterns, leaving the responsibility to others.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: women do not have access to 
party’s	money	nor	budgets;	women	do	not	participate	in	decisions	
about how to distribute/spend party money or budgets.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all positions without exception.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE:	men,	leaders,	and	decision-makers.	
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: power; domination.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: patriarchy; ha-
bituation.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: general gender 
ignorance; failure to recognize forms and acts of violence.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: women do not have access 
to	party’s	money	nor	budgets;	women	do	not	participate	in	decid-
ing how to distribute/spend party money or budgets; women do not 
join clubs or commissions that bring in money; women do not hold 
(additional) political functions that bring in money; political parties 
rarely	or	never	fund	women’s	projects.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: women in all positions without exception.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE:	men,	leaders,	and	decision-makers.	
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: power.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE:	society’s	habit-
uation to patriarchal values, ideology and culture.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: gender igno-
rance; non-recognition of forms and acts of economic violence (which 
is not recognized and cannot be suppressed).
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Women subjected to degrading comments,  
sexist jokes, and harassment in the political sphere 
(Sexual Violence) 

Sexual violence includes harassment, such as unwanted sexual comments, sex-
ual exploitation, rape, threats of violence, forced sexual services for promotion, 
unwanted touching, and inappropriate jokes. Forms of sexual violence observed 
in SEE countries included inappropriate or unwanted comments, gender-based 
insults, comments on the physical appearances of women, unwanted touching, 
inappropriate forms of verbal and non-verbal communication, inappropriate 
messages and calls, and sexist jokes.

While sexual and gender-based ha-
rassment are prohibited by gender 
equality laws and anti-discrimina-
tion laws, these are rarely effective-
ly enforced in the political sphere 
in SEE. Few participants witnessed 
timely condemnation of this behavior when it occurred in political spaces, which 
perpetuates this type of violence.

Women in politics expressed fear of 
speaking out about sexual violence, 
afraid of being perceived as helpless, 
violence being minimized or disbe-
lieved when reported (“she deserved 
it/she asked for it”), undermining 
their credibility, or potentially limit-
ing opportunities for advancement. 

Women respondents did not agree on a unifying definition of what was accept-
able, citing blurry boundaries about how a woman could “allow” herself to be 
approached in the workplace.

Research participants stated that external factors contributing to sexual violence 
include public ignorance of the issue and poor implementation of legal solutions 
or internal party codes of conduct and procedures for sanctioning inappropriate 
forms of behavior.

“Everyone said they voted for her 
because such an ass should be sent to 
the European parliament.”

Romania, woman interviewee 

“Specifically, the vice-president of 
the then parliament of Montenegro 
simply told me that in case I want to 
get a job, we should do some (sexu-
al) things, etc.”

Montenegro, woman interviewee 

Definition 
Sexual violence includes any sexual act or attempt to carry out or obtain a sexual act, 
unwanted sexual comments or advances, or attempts to sexually exploit a person 
by force or coercion.
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Albania

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Kosovo

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: inappropriate and degrading 
comments, gender-based insults, denying women the power to act 
and	make	decisions	independently,	prejudice	based	on	physical	ap-
pearance,	creating	fake	stories	to	publicly	degrade	women,	sexist	
double standards, and sexual harassment.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: young and inexperienced women.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: men, some women, political leaders, 
and colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: domination, demonstration of power, degrad-
ing women.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public ignorance, 
lack	of	legal	solutions,	lack	of	internal	codes	of	conduct	and	proce-
dures for sanctioning inappropriate forms of behavior.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: fear of being 
viewed as helpless, fear of exposure to secondary victimization and 
public condemnation, fear of losing or being excluded from oppor-
tunities.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: gender-based insults, degrad-
ing and sexist comments, prejudice based on physical appearance, 
creating	fake	stories	to	publicly	shame	women,	double	moral	stan-
dards, sexual harassment, inappropriate non-verbal communication, 
and	sexist	jokes.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: young, inexperienced, and/or unprotected 
women. 
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: political leaders and colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: degrading women, a demonstration of pow-
er, the belief that certain behaviors are permitted. 
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public ignorance, 
lack	of	legal	solutions,	lack	of	internal	codes	of	conduct	and	proce-
dures	for	sanctioning	inappropriate	forms	of	behavior,	and	a	lack	of	
clear and timely condemnation of inappropriate forms of behavior.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: fear of being 
viewed as helpless, fear of exposure to secondary victimization and 
public condemnation, fear of losing or being excluded from opportu-
nities and/or advancement, and fear of losing credibility.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents. 
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: complimenting, gender-based 

Sexual Violence
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Montenegro

Romania

insults, degrading and sexist comments, commenting on physical ap-
pearance;	lying	or	creating	fake	stories	to	publicly	shame	women,	
sexual harassment, and inappropriate non-verbal communication.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: young, inexperienced, and/or unprotected 
women.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: political leaders and colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: degrading women, demonstration of power, 
the belief that certain behaviors are permitted.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public ignorance, 
lack	of	legal	solutions,	lack	of	internal	codes	of	conduct	and	proce-
dures	for	sanctioning	inappropriate	forms	of	behavior,	and	a	lack	of	
clear and timely condemnation of inappropriate forms of behavior.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: fear of exposure 
to secondary victimization and public condemnation, losing credibili-
ty,	fear	of	losing	opportunities	to	advance	in	the	workplace.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: gender-based insults, degrad-
ing and sexist comments, prejudice based on physical appearance, 
creating	fake	stories	to	publicly	shame	women;	double	moral	stan-
dards, sexual harassment, inappropriate non-verbal communication, 
and	sexist	jokes.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: young, inexperienced, and unprotected wom-
en.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: Political leaders and colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: Degrading women and a demonstration of 
power.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: public ignorance, 
lack	of	clear	and	timely	condemnation	of	inappropriate	forms	of	be-
havior.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: fear of being 
viewed as helpless/powerless, fear of exposure to secondary vic-
timization, fear of losing credibility, fear of losing opportunities, and 
ill-defined	workplace	boundaries.	

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: blackmailing,	gender-based	
insults; degrading and sexist comments, prejudice based on physical 
appearance,	lying	or	creating	fake	stories		to	publicly	shame	women,	
double moral standards, sexual harassment.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: young and inexperienced women.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: political leaders and colleagues.
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MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: degrading women and a demonstration of 
power.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: societal igno-
rance,	lack	of	concrete	laws	to	condemn	such	behavior.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: fear of being 
viewed as helpless/powerless, fear of exposure to secondary victim-
ization and public condemnation, fear of losing credibility, fear of los-
ing	opportunities	to	advance	in	the	workplace.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: blackmailing,	gender-based	
insults,	degrading	and	sexist	comments,	lying	or	creating	fake	stories	
to publicly shame women, double standards, sexual harassment, in-
appropriate	nonverbal	communication,	and	sexist	jokes.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: young, inexperienced, and unprotected wom-
en.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: political leaders and colleagues. 
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: a demonstration of power, degrading wom-
en, and bullying.
EXTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: societal igno-
rance,	lack	of	concrete	laws	that	condemn	such	behavior,	lack	of	clear	
and timely condemnation of inappropriate forms of behavior.
INTERNAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: fear of being 
viewed as helpless/powerless, fear of exposure to secondary victim-
ization and condemnation, and fear of losing credibility.

Physical force used as retaliation against  
female politicians (Physical Violence) 

Physical violence in politics includes using force as retaliation, such as slapping, 
pulling, pushing, inflicting bodily injury, assault with a weapon, and similar in-
stances. Acts of physical violence reported by women in politics in SEE include 
hitting, pushing, throwing objects, and threats. 

Most participants stated that SEE countries reported low exposure to this type of 
violence in politics. Serbia reported the highest level of physical violence. In all 

Definition 
Physical violence includes any violent act that results in bodily harm. It is the inten-
tional use of physical force with the potential to cause physical harm.

Serbia
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countries, higher levels of physical vi-
olence were associated with tensions 
due to conflict situations. 

Respondents from BiH and Serbia re-
ported instances of abduction, slap-
ping, mobile phone theft, and hair 
pulling as physical violence against 
women in politics. Women partici-
pating in local politics, women in less-powerful positions, and women present in 

areas of conflict are most 
likely to experience phys-
ical forms of violence. 
According to the research 
participants, an additional 
external factor in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina is the 
perception of rule of law, 
where public perception 
tends to be that most male 
political officials are above 
the law. 

Albania EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: shooting, hitting objects, hit-
ting the table with their hands, threats of bodily injury, pushing, and 
squeezing.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: men and women in local politics, and wom-
en in less-powerful positions.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: society in general
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: escalation of tensions due to conflict situa-
tions.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: the unwillingness and/or 
inability	to	talk	and	negotiate	without	physical	violence.	

“People think slapping someone on the 
butt is a great thing, interesting and 
funny. Or hug around the waist, but if 
you don’t want to and oppose, he will 
tell you that you are hysterical.”

 BiH, woman interviewee

“All Marinikas13 should be killed, first by sniper 
and then by artillery’, was specifically announced 
the threat of rape and murder a few months ago. 
And then he publicly told me that I should be torn 
apart first, cut my hair bald, sprinkled with tar and 
feathers and raped, and then throw to dogs. And 
then his followers started calling me Joe, alluding 
to British delegate Joe Cox, who had been stabbed 
in the middle of the street the year before.”

Serbia, woman interviewee

13	Marinika	Tepić	is	a	prominent	woman	politician	in	Serbia.	The	interviewee	is	referring	to	the	practice	of	
referring	to	the	brave	woman	politicians	in	Serbia	who	“dare”	to	stand	up	to	those	in	power	as	“Marinikas.”

Physical Violence
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Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Kosovo

 

Montenegro

Romania

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: shooting, hitting objects, hit-
ting the table with their hands, threats of bodily injury, pushing, 
squeezing,	physical			assault,	abductions,	and	fighting.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: men and women in local and national poli-
tics, and women in less-powerful positions.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: members of society, including men, 
and women.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: escalation of tensions due to conflict situa-
tions.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: the unwillingness and/or 
inability	to	talk	and	negotiate	without	physical	violence.

EXPOSURE LEVEL:	Low	level	of	exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: shooting, threats of bodily in-
jury,	pushing,	squeezing,	physical	assault,	and	fighting.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: men and women, specifically those in 
less-powerful positions.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: members of society, men, some wom-
en, party activists.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: escalation of tensions due to conflict situa-
tions.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: The	unwillingness	and/or	
inability	to	talk	and	negotiate	without	physical	violence.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure with sporadic incidents.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE:	shooting,	pushing,	squeezing,	
and physical assault.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: men and women who are in the presence 
of men.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: members of society, men, women, 
and party activists.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: escalation of tensions due to conflict situa-
tions.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: the unwillingness and/or 
inability	to	talk	and	negotiate	without	physical	violence.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: low level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: shooting, beatings, threats of 
bodily	injury,	physical	threats,	pushing,	squeezing,	physical	assault,	
and fighting.
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Consequences of Violence Against Women in Politics 
VAW-P is a significant social problem with serious consequences that affect all 
aspects of a woman’s life. The findings of this research indicate that VAW-P has an 
impact beyond its primary targets: it also seeks to send a message to society that 
women as a group should not participate in politics. Intimidating one woman to 
stop her political activities can discourage other women from engaging in politics, 
both undermining their rights and reinforcing women’s political exclusion more 
broadly. A lack of condemnation or response to VAW-P can have wide-ranging 
repercussions, including reinforcing hostile environments where women do not 
feel safe reporting violence they face. NDI’s research showed that women sub-
jected to violence fear secondary victimization, blaming, and endangering their 
image of fearlessness and strength. These dynamics and impunity for perpetrators 
further diminishes space for adequate response to VAW-P, and few institutional 
or systemic avenues for recourse and support exist.

Participants described short- and long-term physical and psychological conse-
quences of experiencing VAW-P. Health consequences mentioned by participants 
included headaches, sleep disorders, panic attacks, depression, anxiety, rumination, 

Serbia

VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: men, women in local politics, and women in 
less-powerful positions.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: members of society, men, women, 
party activists, colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: escalation of tensions due to conflict situa-
tions.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: the unwillingness and/or 
inability	to	talk	and	negotiate	without	physical	violence.

EXPOSURE LEVEL: moderate level of exposure.
MOST COMMON ACTS OF VIOLENCE: shooting, hitting, hitting ob-
jects, hitting the table with their hands, threats of bodily injury, phys-
ical	threats,	pushing,	squeezing,	physical	assault,	slapping,	mobile	
phone theft, and hair pulling.
VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE: men and women.
PERPETRATORS OF VIOLENCE: members of society, men, women, 
party activists, and colleagues.
MOTIVE OF VIOLENCE: escalation of tensions due to conflict situa-
tions.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO VIOLENCE: the unwillingness and/or 
inability	to	talk	and	negotiate	without	physical	violence.
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fear, and low self-esteem. In terms of impact on their work, women politicians re-
ported taking frequent sick leave, noted reduced work performance and increased 
pressure, and passed-up opportunities. Women reported accepting patterns of vio-
lent behavior, political apathy, and ultimately leaving their political parties or their 
positions in political and public life. Women also noted reduced credibility within 
their families; saw their family members suffer from physical and psychological 
ailments; witnessed the victimization of children, partners, and extended family; 
and experienced divorce. Within society, VAW-P directly and indirectly perpetu-
ates the idea that politics are “men’s business” or that “women are incapable of poli-
tics.” It demotivates women who would potentially join public and political life and 
drives those that are currently participating away from public life entirely. Further, 
it is a threat to democracy and the core principles of representation and inclusion. 

Recommendations – Part II 

Type of Violence

Psychological abuse

Recommendations

●	 Ensure	that	VAW	and/or	GBV	laws	provide	adequate	
coverage of these forms of harm.

●	 Train	police	and	judges	about	these	forms	of	harm,	inc-

VAW-P in the Balkans impacts women’s…
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Social media and 
internet-based abuse

Economic violence

Sexual harassment

luding	appropriate	police	investigation	techniques	and	
gender-sensitive justice practices.

●	 Help	women	leaders	learn	about	subtle	and	discreet	
forms of harm, to recognize the signs of gaslighting and 
to learn to document cases to enable redress.

●	 Ensure	that	these	forms	of	harm	are	codified	in	politi-
cal party and media codes of conduct and that the me-
asures are upheld and respected.

●	 Educate	about	effective	counter-speech	strategies,	as	
well as other effective responses to social media-based 
abuse.

●	 Empower	women	leaders	to	document	cases	of	online	
abuse.

●	 Enshrine	the	right	to	block	abusive	accounts	for	women	
in	politics,	based	on	the	fact	that	gender-based	attacks	
are a human rights violation and not part of freedom 
of speech.

●	 Promote	good	digital	hygiene	practices	among	targe-
ted	groups	to	reduce	risk.

●	 Work	with	civil	society	actors	to	engage	in	collaborati-
ve bystander intervention strategies online.

●	 Educate	political	women	on	the	new	privacy	and	mo-
deration	standards	agreed	upon	under	the	UN	Gene-
ration	Equality	Forum	pledge.

●	 Promote	gender	sensitive	campaign	finance	reform.
●	 Support	women’s	capacity	to	undertake	autonomous	

political fundraising initiatives.
●	 Monitor	and	 report	on	political	parties’	 respect	 for	

existing gender finance provisions.
●	 Highlight	good	practices	within	the	region	in	promoting	

women’s	access	to	political	resources.

●	 Ensure	that	existing	legal	provisions	on	GBV	cover	GBV	
in	political	spaces	and	recognize	that	GBV	in	politics	is	
an aggravating factor of harm.

●	 Introduce	policy	reform,	up	to	and	including,	standalo-
ne laws and protocols covering sexual violence in poli-
tics.

●	 Maintain	a	zero-tolerance	policy	for	sexual	violence,	
including everything from sexual humor and stereo-
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Physical attacks

Mediating harmful 
consequences

types to assault and rape within all election and politi-
cal-related codes of conduct.

●	 Ensure	 that	 law	enforcement	and	 justice	actors	are	
educated	on	sexual	violence	in	politics	and	equipped	
to deal with it in an appropriate and sensitive manner.

●	 Ensure	access	to	assistance	and	services	for	victims	of	
sexual violence in politics.

●	 Ensure	that	law	enforcement	and	justice	actors	are	ver-
sed on the aggravated impacts of physical assaults in 
the political space.

●	 Ensure	 that	women	 in	 politics	 potentially	 targeted	
with personal harm have access to security resources 
as needed, including for their homes and families.

●	 Maintain	a	zero-tolerance	policy	for	any	actor	that	pro-
motes,	encourages	or	engages	in	physical	attacks	or	
threats	of	attacks	against	political	women.

●	 Develop	and	promote	networks	with	resources	for	sur-
vivors	of	VAW-P	including	community	support	networks	
and self-care resources.
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Conclusion
Political violence doesn’t always make front page news. Treacherous forms of hid-
den violence against women in politics in the SEE region consistently undermine 
women’s abilities to advance as political and public leaders. These often silent acts 
of violence take a physical and emotional toll on women leaders and their fam-
ilies. They contribute to marginalization and cycles of exclusion. These discreet 
yet damaging acts are expressions of patriarchal systems that undervalue women’s 
contributions and create structural barriers to growth. While explicit misogyny 
is rarely a driver in these cases, pervasive stereotypes reinforce essentialist views 
of women that are often tied to traditional roles and gender norms. These ste-
reotypes pigeon-hole women’s identities, overlooking important complexities and 
creating normative expectations for women’s performance in office. These essen-
tialist norms are insidious because they can lay a foundation for backlash if and 
when women leaders fail to adhere to gendered expectations.

Avenues for addressing the problem of VAW-P exist across multiple fields. Legal 
frameworks are largely in place; however, implementation remains a challenge. 
This requires a concerted effort among advocates to demand equal justice. Justice 
actors may require sensitization. Victims often need support to know their rights 
and to take their cases to court. In the many instances where acts of VAW-P are 
not codified, different approaches are required. Much of the VAW-P in the region 
is rooted in cultural stereotypes and norms. Addressing these underlying factors 
requires deeper change, including working with the media on its depiction of 
women.

The experience of gender-based violence is never an isolated one. NDI’s research 
demonstrates that the experience of VAW-P shares many similarities across the 
region. Recognizing these common challenges and working together in solidarity 
to overcome them is a critical step in achieving political gender equality.



55

Research Report

Southeast Europe Regional Political Integrity




