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3Overview of the Session
Experience of quotas globally shows that their volun-

tary adoption by political parties can be an effective 

means of increasing women’s representation. This is es-

pecially so in PR electoral systems that use party lists. 

In Europe, there are several examples of political par-

ties adopting quotas, including the Nordic countries, 

which have long had the highest numbers of women 

in parliament. This session focused on cases of volun-

tarily adopted internal party quotas and conditions 

needed for successful implementation. It draws on 

studies of Norway, Croatia, Hungary and Poland. 

Legislative recruitment and party quotas in

Norway

Dr. Richard Matland began by highlighting the dra-

matic drop in women’s representation in Eastern Eu-

rope immediately after the fall of the Berlin Wall. After 

more than a decade of democratic reforms, women’s 

representation has increased significantly in some 

countries, but it is still very low in others. Russia and 

Slovenia are examples of ‘real laggards’. Matland situ-

ated the dynamics of women’s representation in the 

region within the general framework of the legislative 

recruitment model:

Political Party Quotas in Practice

The model comprises three steps: 

moving from an eligible to an as-

pirant; moving from an aspirant 

to a party candidate; and moving 

from a party candidate to an elect-

ed representative. In the major-

ity of countries, the eligible pool 

comprises 51–52 percent of wom-

en. Yet, at the end of the process, 

on average, only around 15 percent of those elected 

are women.

During the first stage, eligible to aspirant, ambition, 

resources and interest in politics are important influ-

ences commonly found more among male than female 

citizens. Yet, there are still enough women in the as-

pirant pool for parties to select if they so desire. The 

final step, candidate to MP, is likely to be of only lim-

ited significance, since when voters make their choice 

they accord priority to issues more salient than the sex 

of the candidate. Gender quotas can be applied at all 

three stages of the process. The most common quo-

tas (party or legislative) are intended to influence the 

second stage, aspirant to candidate. The reserved seats 

option (with or without elections) pertains to the final 

stage, candidate to MP. Women’s recruitment is likely 

to be affected by the broad influences of societal cul-

ture, level of development, electoral system provisions 

and party rules and norms. 

Applying the legislative recruitment model in the 

post-communist setting yields interesting patterns. Mat-

land asserted that evidence from public opinion surveys 

indicates dramatic differences in the societal culture of 

Eastern and Western Europe. In a survey conducted 

across five West European countries, between ten and 

15 percent of respondents contended that ‘men make 

better political leaders than women do’. In Central and 

Eastern Europe, the lowest percentage in agreement 

was 40; more typically it was 60, 70 or even 90 percent. 

Women agreed with the statement as strongly as men 

did. Clearly, women in the region face a more patriar-

chal culture, which diminishes their ambition and also 

has an effect in terms of access to resources. At the sec-

ond stage, aspirant to candidate, research has pointed 

to significant sexism in political parties and somewhat 

higher recruitment standards for women. Parties tend 

to look for women with higher socio-economic status. 

Matland introduced an im-

portant distinction between cli-

entelistic and programmatic par-

ties. A clientelistic party is based 

on patronage and loyalty to the 

leader, whereas a programmatic 

party aims to affirm its ideo-

logical identity and promote its 

platform. Programmatic parties 

tend to exhibit greater interest 

in women candidates and have 

sometimes used women as anti-corruption symbols 

or protectors of social goods. In general, women in 

“While each of the three steps is 

important, the truly crucial step 

with respect to the level of women’s 

representation is the step from as-

pirant to candidate, when the party 

gatekeepers select their candidates”.

Ambition

Resources

Eligibles Aspirants Candidates

Party

Gatekeepers

Voters

Members of 

Parliment



59

the region have fared better with leftist parties, espe-

cially those anxious to appear as Western European 

Social-Democrats. Women did worse with rightist 

parties that call themselves ‘liberal’. 

At the third stage, candidate to MP, evidence from 

Ukraine shows candidate sex to be almost irrelevant 

to voters’ choices because of the higher salience of 

other issues. 

The importance of the electoral system is clear, 

since the seven countries with the highest rates of 

women’s representation all have pure PR rather than 

mixed-member PR systems. In six cases, there have 

been electoral shifts towards PR, and in all of them, 

women’s representation increased post-reform. 

Overall, women have done better in countries 

where politics have not remained centred on the de-

velopment of electoral democracy and have instead 

focused on questions of democratic quality. The 

states that have done worse commonly have lower 

rates of economic development and very poorly or-

ganized women’s movements. 

Norway

Matland continued his discussion by maintaining that 

the Scandinavian states constitute the world’s most 

successful examples of party quotas in action. He 

traced the experiences of women in politics in Nor-

way over the course of several dec-

ades, a country where the legisla-

tive recruitment model involved 

the development of quotas over 

a long period. Candidate selec-

tion in Norway can be described 

as an elite but decentralized proc-

ess, which may be influenced by 

motivated activists within the 

party. For all political parties, local 

nominating committees propose 

the candidate lists (based on the 

1921 Electoral Law), for which 

rank-and-file party members vote. 

Thus, the nominating committee 

is constrained by the need to sat-

isfy all party factions, place differ-

ent interests under the party ban-

ner and appeal to various groups 

of voters. Nomination procedures 

in Norway result in a very strong 

emphasis on group representation.

Women’s influence over, and their position in, the 

process of party candidate selection has changed in-

crementally over the course of many decades. Mat-

land distinguished four historical periods. The first is 

from 1909, when women received the right to vote, 

to 1953, when women’s inclusion in parliament can 

be described as an era of ‘Giants Among Men’. The 

16 women elected to parliament in this period were 

all loyal party members or local notables, such as 

doctors, teachers or union activists. The second pe-

riod from 1957–73 could be titled ‘One Is Enough’. 

Nominating committees started to see women as a 

legitimate group to be represented. However, politi-

cal parties never nominated more than one woman 

from a district, with the sole exception of the Labour 

Party delegations from Oslo. The third period, from 

1977–81, could be named ‘Tokenism No More’. In 

this transitional period, significant changes occurred. 

The Socialist Left and the Liberal Parties adopted the 

first gender quotas in Norway, driven by burgeon-

ing social debates on women’s issues and the desire to 

profile themselves as progressive parties in the eyes of 

voters. These parties had a very insignificant politi-

cal presence but they had a crucial indirect impact 

on the largest political party in Norway: the Labour 

Party. In the fourth period, from 

the mid-1980s to the present, 

a gradual process of contagion 

took place. Women became ‘Sec-

ond Among Equals’. The Labour 

Party made the critical move of 

adopting its own quota in 1983. 

The Centre Party and the Chris-

tian People’s Party adopted quo-

tas in the 1990s. In 2004, five of 

the seven parties in parliament 

had quotas.

Since 1995, the percentage 

of women MPs has fluctuated 

between 36 and 40 percent. De-

spite the significant progress in 

Norway, the election of women is 

still dependent on the number of 

seats that parties win. It is note-

worthy that, when parties capture 

an even number of seats in a dis-

trict, women have a better chance 

The development of party quotas in 

Norway is characterized by a long 

process of incremental change. The 

Labour Party quota was crucial but 

was adopted only after the party 

already had one-third of women in 

parliament. Party quotas have been 

helped by the progressive culture 

of second-wave feminism. Also, 

Norway has favourable electoral 

and party institutions. The country 

uses a closed list PR system with 

reasonably high party magnitude. 

Gradually, gender equality has be-

come an important element of the 

nomination process. The internal 

party democracy structures have had 

a limited but crucial bearing on the 

selection of candidates.
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3of equal representation. However, when the number is 

odd, men come off best. Thus, although the principle 

of gender equality is well established, women are only 

‘Second Among Equals’ and Norway has not managed 

to surpass 40 percent of women in parliament.

Croatia

Ms. Karolina Leaković presented an overview of the 

development of internal party quotas in the Croatian 

Social-Democratic Party (SDP), 

which was largely responsible for a 

significant increase in women’s rep-

resentation in parliament.

The SDP internal gender quo-

ta was the first such provision to 

be adopted by any reformed party 

in Eastern Europe in the 1990s. 

Leaković explained that the road 

to success was not a smooth one. 

The establishment of the Social Democratic Women’s 

Forum (SDWF) in early 1995, as an internal party 

organization, was crucial for the adoption of the party 

quota at the SDP Convention in 1995. The SDWF 

introduced the novel practice in Croatian politics of 

inviting women from other parties and non-partisans 

to participate in its activities. Despite criticism from 

male colleagues that the ‘party was opening up too 

much’, the SDWF managed to reach out to other po-

litical parties and NGOs. In 2004, the SDP approved 

the idea of having non-party members on its lists. It 

is predicted that this potentially beneficial trend for 

women will continue in the 2005 local elections.

The 40 percent quota for office holders within the 

SDP was not initially applied at all levels across the 

party structure. Although the main executive board 

and party presidency generally respected it, the lower 

levels held the quota in less regard, mostly because 

of the lack of sanctions. Therefore, a new statute of 

May 2004 introduced a supervisory board to act as a 

regulatory mechanism to oversee quota implementa-

tion on all levels.

Leaković noted that the implementation of party 

quotas has had far-reaching effects. For the parlia-

mentary elections in 2000, the SDP not only applied 

the quota rule to its electoral lists but also was able to 

pressure its liberal coalition partner into nominating 

more women. The SDP managed to enforce the rule 

of at least 35 percent of women on each coalition 

list. If there were not enough women candidates, the 

presidents of the parties refused to sign the list. In 

2003, the SDP elected the largest share of women 

in parliament (12 out of 34 MPs). In the same elec-

tion, the conservatives in Croatia elected around 25 

percent of women to their parliamentary delegation, 

which is indicative of the contagion effect of the 

SDP’s pioneering efforts to promote women’s rep-

resentation. Following the 2004 SDP Convention, 

women make up 52 percent of 

the party’s main executive board, 

and the SDP deputy president 

and two of the party’s three vice-

presidents are women. Given 

that, from 2000–04, the SDP 

was part of a coalition govern-

ment and had the most women 

MPs, it was able to take several 

steps to deal with gender equal-

ity, by passing the Gender Equality Act and a new 

Family Law and by creating a Committee on Gender 

Equality in parliament and a Government Gender 

Equality Office. 

Hungary

Ms. Zita Gurmai examined the dynamics of women’s 

representation in both the national parliament and the 

Hungarian delegation to the European Parliament. 

She began by noting that, in the Hungarian Parlia-

ment, in the pre-transition period, the Communist 

Party attained 30 percent representation of women. 

With the changes in the 1990s, however, the number 

dropped to between seven and 11 percent among the 

new democratic parties. In Hungary, women have a 

long tradition of political participation through labour 

unions; they have achieved high levels of education 

and a strong presence in the employment market; and 

the constitution stipulates equality of legal opportu-

nities. Yet, the level of women’s representation is very 

low. Gender stereotypes persist in public and media 

discourses.

After the 2002 elections, women held only 9.1 

percent of the 386 seats in the Hungarian parliament. 

The Hungarian Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) 

electoral system includes a significant number of rep-

resentatives from single-member districts, which par-

tially explains the difficulties women face in being 

elected, compared to women on political party lists. 

The SDP has incorporated into its 

Statute a 40 percent party quota 

for both sexes. The driving force 

behind the adoption of the gender 

quota was the separate women’s 

organization within the party.
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Within political parties, discrimination of women 

continues across the political spectrum. Only the 

Hungarian Socialist Party stipulates a 20 percent 

gender quota for its lists and demands that at least 

25 percent of its candidates should be under 35 years 

of age. Nevertheless, it does not enforce a placement 

mandate on lists to ensure that women are in win-

nable positions. During the 2002 election, women 

comprised only 17.8 percent of the candidates and 

five percent of elected socialist MPs.

The overall proportion of women in the European 

Parliament has grown significantly over the past few 

decades: from 16 percent in 1979, to 31 percent in 

2004. Hungary has performed better in terms of 

women’s representation in the European Parliament 

than in its own national parliament (29.6 percent 

of women). Of the eight Hungarian female MEPs, 

five are from the Hungarian Socialist Party. Gurmai, 

who was elected Chairperson of the European So-

cialist Party Women in June 2004, drew attention 

to the agreement that exists within the leadership of 

the Party of European Socialists (PES) on the goal of 

women’s representation:

“To ensure that gender equality is among the top 

priorities, we have to redefine its content and the 

structures supporting it; we have to formulate a clear 

vision on the way to proceed on future targets; we 

have to reorganize the party structures; and, we need 

more active women at the grassroots level and in po-

litical positions. We have to make gender equality a 

priority within the national parties”.

To be successful, Gurmai underscored that gov-

ernments must be convinced that the quality of de-

mocracy suffers without women. Thus, the political 

engagement of women needs to increase, European 

social-democratic values need to be further promot-

ed and, in the economic realm, women’s participa-

tion in the labour market must rise and the existing 

‘glass ceiling’ that ensures that women are underpaid 

and remain in part-time jobs must be challenged. In 

the social sphere, a vital EU aim is to achieve progress 

on issues of childcare, poverty, trafficking and dis-

crimination. Politically, it is fundamental to stress the 

horizontal process of gender mainstreaming.

Ms. Marta Bonifert completed the Hungarian 

overview by emphasizing the important role played 

by women’s networks, connecting people at the local, 

regional and national level. The CEE Network has ac-

tively worked to raise public awareness, train women 

and empower them to address their social, economic 

and political needs. The Yellow Scarf Movement was 

essential in establishing supportive networks of poli-

ticians, activists and experts and successfully advo-

cated for the introduction of gender quotas in the 

Hungarian Socialist Party. To make progress on the 

women’s agenda, it is necessary also to engage devot-

ed male activists and leaders. Hungary was successful 

in bringing women in to several very visible political 

positions, such as minister of the interior, spokesper-

son of the parliament and MEPs. Yet, greater num-

bers of women are needed in the National Assembly 

in order to promote gender equality and to strength-

en women’s leadership locally and nationally.

Poland

Dr. Renata Siemienska prepared a case study on wom-

en’s participation in Poland (although the author 

could not attend the meeting and present the paper, it 

is included here). It analyzes the effectiveness of quo-

tas in according women and men equal access to top 

positions in politics, with a focus on the parliamentary 

elections of 2001 and the local elections of 2002. It 

also examines Polish opinions on, and attitudes to-

wards, quotas and the behaviour of members of so-

ciety and the political elite towards gender inequality 

in politics. It shows that, while quotas are important 

for increasing the number of women in elected bod-

ies, their efficiency depends on a numbers of factors, 

including the level of the elections (national or local) 

and the type of electoral system.

Discussions from the floor
The discussion focused on the variables that determine 

support for gender quotas across political parties, even 

among like-minded ideological parties. Slovenian 

conservative parties, for example, are very resistant to 

women’s participation, despite the country’s strong leg-

islation, whereas in Croatia, the nationalist Croatian 

Democratic Union (HDZ) elected significant num-

bers of women in the absence of legal quotas. The de-

gree of successful cooperation between political parties 

and women’s organizations also influences the pres-

ence of women. Links between Western and Eastern 

European parties, often predetermined by geographic 

proximity, can also be a factor. For instance, the Baltic 

parties received a lot of advice on women’s issues from 
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3their Scandinavian neighbours. Programmatic parties 

do not support quotas uniformly. All parties tend to 

look for resourceful candidates with higher socio-eco-

nomic status and significant connections with impor-

tant interest groups. Women are usually disadvantaged 

in terms of financial and other resources. 

Another area of discussion focused on the atti-

tudes of voters towards women candidates. The mass 

media and the media policies of parties frame gen-

der issues for the public. It was suggested that party 

gatekeepers would increase the presence of women if 

they believed that voters would support women can-

didates or parties that field numerous women candi-

dates. The converse argument is that, often, women 

do not automatically vote for other women or parties 

with more women candidates. Given the strong par-

ty-centred electoral systems in use in most European 

countries, it is the party gatekeepers, rather than vot-

ers, who directly discriminate against women candi-

dates. Given the influence of female voters, though, 

party gatekeepers should be aware of the potential 

impact of women’s votes.

An additional dimension of the votercandidate 

relationship pertains to the type of electoral system 

and whether open or closed lists are utilized. It is 

generally held that closed lists, like those used in the 

Norwegian parliamentary elections, generally benefit 

women. Open lists, such as those employed in Den-

mark and Poland and in local elections in Norway, 

are believed to hurt the electoral chances of women. 

It was noted, however, that preferential voting does 

not have a uniform effect across parties. In egalitarian 

parties, where women have achieved significant gains 

in terms of their presence on candidate lists, prefer-

ential voting could diminish their electoral chances. 

Yet, in less inclusive parties, where party gatekeepers 

discriminate against women candidates, open lists 

may work to the advantage of women and improve 

their electoral prospects. 

Participants also addressed the interplay between 

different levels of government–local, national and 

the European level–and its influence on women’s 

representation. Local government has often been 

considered a training ground for previously excluded 

political actors. Some argued that the European Par-

liament is sometimes viewed as a level that is easier 

for women to access because it is believed to be less 

important than national parliaments. Thus, interac-

tion between different levels of government and the 

perceived prestige of representation in various insti-

tutions constitute an intriguing question for women 

in Europe. In Norway, a country of some four mil-

lion people, there are more than 500 local councils, 

with 20 members each. Hence, it is relatively easy 

for women to participate at the local level, and it is 

in the best interest of each party to find people to fill 

local offices. 

Working on local city councils is often seen as a 

starting point for a political career. The initial im-

petus for women’s representation in post-communist 

Eastern Europe, however, was at the national level.  

The local level was not considered important due 

to the high degree of administrative centralization 

and the lack of communal power at the local level. 

However, with the increasing devolution of authority 

and resources, local government offices have become 

more politically attractive. Thus, it is increasingly dif-

ficult for women to capture local offices and to par-

ticipate in local democracy.

At the European level, many EU members feared 

that the entry of new member states would decrease 

the level of women’s representation in EU institu-

tions. Yet, in the first post-enlargement elections 

(June 2004), the number of women in the European 

Parliament only dropped marginally: from 31 to 30 

percent. EU policies towards both old and new mem-

bers are crucial for gender mainstreaming processes.

With regard to Eastern Europe, participants re-

peatedly drew attention to the ‘changing meaning 

of party quotas’. The spectacular decline in women’s 

representation following the collapse of the Soviet 

Union “meant only the dramatic drop of ideology”. 

The real level of women’s representation could be 

gauged only on the basis of democratic elections, be-

cause “it is better to have nine percent of women in a 

meaningful parliament than 30 percent women in a 

non-democratically elected assembly”.

The discussion also addressed the issue of gender 

quotas outside of the political arena. For instance, 

Norwegian legislation requires that, by the year 2006, 

all companies must have at least two women on their 

boards. This is an important step forward, given that 

women in corporate structures often find it impossi-

ble to break through the ‘glass ceiling’. Unfortunately, 

in Eastern Europe, women’s exclusion from positions 

of power in the private sector is still the norm. 
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Introduction
For many years Norway has been a world leader in terms 

of women’s representation. When it comes to women’s 

representation in the national parliament, Norway has 

been among the top ten countries in the world for a quar-

ter of a century. More than one-third of the representatives 

elected to parliament in each of the past six parliamentary 

elections have been female. Furthermore, for more than 

20 years, the cabinet has been at least 40 percent female. 

In the 1980s, Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland 

was the dominant figure on the Norwegian political stage 

and worked actively and successfully to promote women’s 

participation. All of these factors led to Norway being an 

inspiration to many women around the world who were 

fighting for greater access to political power.

Superficial knowledge of the Norwegian case led many 

people to note that, not only were the Norwegians world 

leaders with regard to women’s representation, but also 

Norwegian parties had adopted gender quotas. This led 

to a natural assumption that gender quotas had resulted 

in the high levels of representation. While this may seem 

logical, the reality is that, in both Norway and Sweden, 

quotas were first established in the largest parties only af-

ter women had made significant inroads into the party. 

Before quotas were adopted in the Norwegian Labour 

Party, women held 25 percent of the parliamentary seats 

belonging to the Labour Party delegation. Before quo-

tas were adopted in the Swedish Labour Party, women 

already held more than 33 percent of the seats in the La-

bour Party Riksdag delegation. So, in the Scandinavian 

case, quotas may not lead to significant representation, 

but rather, significant representation may lead to quotas.

Drude Dahlerup and Anita Freidenvall have argued 

that quotas in Scandinavia represent an example of incre-

mental change.1 This is certainly true. In both Norway 

and Sweden, quotas were merely the next logical step in a 

long process. As such, Dahlerup and Freidenvall question 

the validity of using Scandinavia as a model for emulation 

in other countries, where women are trying to institute 

dramatic and relatively quick changes. The conditions in 

the countries of Scandinavia are distinct enough that it 

would not be easy to transplant the Scandinavian institu-

tions in other countries and assume they will function in 

a similar manner.

To provide a better understanding of the Norwe-

gian case, which will hopefully help people to com-
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prehend both how quotas work and why they work, 

this case study will take a close look at the advances 

made by women in terms of representation.2 First, 

the paper briefly describes the legislative recruitment 

process. Then it outlines the candidate selection proc-

ess in Norway, before looking at how this process has 

changed over time as women have lobbied for greater 

representation in Norway. The final section focuses 

on relevant lessons for other countries.

The Legislative Recruitment Process
I have examined the legislative recruitment process 

more extensively in other work.3 It is useful, however, 

to spend a little time going over the matter. Legisla-

tive recruitment refers to the process of selecting those 

individuals who eventually serve in legislative bodies. 

This is a process that Pippa Norris refers to in terms of 

a set of three hurdles.4 An individual must first select 

himself or herself, then he/she must be selected by the 

party, and finally he/she must be selected by voters. 

In virtually all countries at the outset of this process 

the pool of eligible candidates is slightly more than 

50 percent female. At the end of the process, though, 

when the Members of Parliament (MPs) have been se-

lected, the average is only 15 percent female.5  This 

means women must be systematically winnowed out 

at higher rates than men.

The first step in the process involves going from 

being merely eligible to actually aspiring for office, 

in other words, seriously considering standing for 

political office. In most political systems the move 

from eligibles to aspirants results in more men than 

women making the jump to aspiring for office. This 

move is affected by an individual’s political ambi-

tion, the political resources that he/she can muster, 

and the political opportunity structure that defines 

the chances to run for office. Even in Scandinavia, it 

is clear that men are in possession of more political 

resources than women. In addition, men have sub-

stantially greater interest in, and knowledge of, poli-

tics.6 This results in an aspirant pool that is skewed 

towards men.

The second step in the process involves party gate-

keepers (such as the election committee of a party or 

the party leadership) selecting which of the individu-

als in the aspirant pool the party is going to nominate 
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as its candidates for office. For reasons expanded on be-

low, this is the crucial phase.

The final step involves voters choosing candidates. 

While many people assume that voters are the problem, 

and that sexist opinions are revealed in their reluctance 

to vote for women, most of the rigorous research on this 

question shows that this is largely not the case. While 

many voters may have very traditional views as to the 

proper role of women in society, when citizens step for-

ward to vote they can draw on a vast array of political 

signals in order to form an opinion of a candidate. Polit-

ical scientists consistently find the most important cues 

are the candidate’s party, the policy positions taken by 

the candidate and his/her party, and whether the candi-

date is a member of the party in government (that is, an 

evaluation of the job done by the incumbent regime). 

Whether a candidate is a man or a woman is of much 

less importance in the mind of the voter. The party plays 

such a dominant role in most electoral systems that large 

numbers of voters can tell you immediately which party 

they voted for, but they cannot tell you the name of a 

single person on its list.

So, if the final hurdle does not significantly hurt 

women, then significant filtering out must occur dur-

ing the first two stages. As noted above, the truly critical 

stage in this process is the second one, that is, when the 

party chooses its candidates. The reason for this is that 

the result of the first stage still leaves all parties in a situ-

ation where they have sufficient numbers of women to 

fill all of their nomination slots many times over.

Consider the case of Norway and the Norwegian 

Labour Party. In 2001, around 2.5 million of approxi-

mately 3.4 million eligible voters went to the polls to 

elect 165 representatives. The Norwegian Labour Party 

has been the largest party in Norwegian politics for the 

past 70 years and in the 2001 election it won some 

600,000 votes and had 43 of its representatives elected 

to parliament. Estimates of those who have at one time 

or another considered standing for office—that is, the 

size of the aspirant pool—are, in most countries, in the 

range of ten to 20 percent of the total population. Even 

assuming that only ten percent of those not just eligi-

ble, but of those who actually voted, consider running 

for office, this still produces around 60,000 possible 

Labour parliamentary candidates. Even if the number 

of people who overcome this hurdle is highly skewed, 

so that 80 percent of those aspirants are male, this still 

leaves 12,000 hypothetical female aspirants. Compare 

these 12,000 female aspirants to the party’s need to 

field a total of 165 parliamentary candidates, of which 

between 40 and 80 have a realistic chance of actually 

winning seats, and it becomes abundantly clear that the 

party could nominate only women many times over if 

it so desired. What makes the party selection stage vital, 

then, is that the subsequent stage is not expected to af-

fect women’s representation, and while the stage prior to 

the selection phase may have led to a skewed pool, it is 

relatively easy for the party to make up for this in select-

ing candidates, if it so wishes.

This is one of the most important functions of quo-

tas. They compensate for the imbalance that occurs in 

the first stage of legislative recruitment. If a party opts 

for an entirely gender-neutral nomination procedure 

it is unlikely that it will lead to equal representation, 

rather it will simply mirror the imbalance that existed in 

the shift from being an eligible to an aspirant. Quotas 

can rectify this imbalance by ensuring women receive a 

larger share of the nominations than their proportion of 

the aspirant pool. Positive discrimination through quo-

tas or gender neutrality are two options open to parties 

in moving from the aspirant to the candidate pool. A 

third option, and certainly one that has been significant 

historically, is for parties to be discriminatory and to 

choose fewer women than their proportion in the aspir-

ant pool. In the European context, it seems likely the 

critical stage will be the one where the party selects its 

candidates and decides between these three models.

Candidate Selection in Norway
Henry Valen describes candidate selection in Norway 

as a case of ‘decentralized group representation’.7 This 

is a succinct and accurate description of the process. 

The process is decentralized, as decisions on list con-

struction are made by party leaders at the county level 

in each of the 20 counties. These party leaders look 

for candidates who have been loyal to the party and 

preferably are seen in the community as ‘local nota-

bles’. While these factors are central, when develop-

ing lists consideration of individual candidates always 

takes place with group representation firmly in mind. 

One of the central concerns of the nominating com-

mittees is to ensure groups the party perceives itself as 

representing are represented on the party lists. Wom-

en’s march forward over time has occurred because the 

position of women as a group has altered gradually. 

Initially women comprised a group with no power or 

relevance; now the group is seen as crucial, deserving 

full representation.

Formally, the process of selecting candidates is 

governed by the Act of Nominations—an electoral 

law first enacted in 1921. This law guarantees that, 

while there is some variability in the process, the 

basic procedure is quite similar across all parties. 

Within each party a county nominating committee, 
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made up of between five and 15 county party leaders, 

develops an initial proposal for the party lists. This pro-

posal is made after the committee has received recom-

mendations from local party organizations in all county 

municipalities.

Next, the proposal is presented to a party nominating 

convention, at which delegates, who have been chosen 

at the local level, vote on whether to accept or reject the 

committee’s proposal one position at a time. The norm 

is for the list to be accepted as proposed by the commit-

tee. Changes and even wholesale rejection of the com-

mittee’s proposal happen often enough, however, that 

the nominating convention clearly does not exist merely 

to rubber stamp the committee’s decision.

Under these conditions, the nominating committee’s 

incentives are fairly clear. It wants to make sure that it 

does not alienate party members to such a degree that 

they might risk a revolt. It also wants to make sure that, in 

a crowded field, with five, six or even seven parties com-

peting for parliamentary seats, the primary interests that 

their party represents are included on the party lists.

The emphasis on group representation is due to sev-

eral factors. First, it is very clearly seen as a legitimate 

principle of representation. While the Anglo-American 

outlook8 on the selection of Members of Parliament 

(MPs) or Members of Congress (MCs) very much fo-

cuses on the individual and the selection of a specific 

candidate on the basis of group characteristics is of-

ten seen as an anathema and a violation of the liberal 

principle of choosing the most qualified person, in the 

Norwegian context, this is simply seen as a non-issue. 

Having a corporatist mindset and strong affinities to the 

consociational perspectives of Belgium and the Nether

lands, which stress the need to ensure that all relevant 

interests are on the table, it is perfectly natural, from a 

Norwegian standpoint, to think in terms of balancing a 

ticket. Interests, much more than individuals, are cen-

tral to the development of party lists in Norway.

Furthermore, decentralized group representation is 

an effective way of integrating factions and guarantee-

ing party peace. One can easily imagine a nomination 

committee chair saying: “Okay, your side did not get 

the number one slot, but you do not need to start an 

internal fight over the issue. Your candidate has been 

placed number two on the list, and that person has an 

extremely good chance of being elected. We all need to 

make sure everyone is represented’. Finally, Norwegian 

party leaders often see a diverse slate as important in 

appealing to various groups of voters. By placing rep-

resentatives of a specific occupational group or public 

interest group in a prominent position on the list, party 

leaders believe they increase the likelihood of being able 

to attract the votes of ordinary citizens with ties to those 

groups.

Women’s Representation in Norway
Table 1 shows the level of women’s representation in 

the national parliament over the past 50 years. One 

can see that, at both ends of this spectrum, there was 

relatively little movement. Women did not start mak-

ing strong gains until the 1970s, and they have made 

virtually no gains since the mid-1980s. In the period 

in-between, however, there was strong progress in 

terms of representation. These phases are divided into 

four separate categories, which are assessed below.9

% women in parliment

4.7

Year No. of women MPs

1953 7

6.71957 10

8.71961 13

8.01965 12

9.31969 14

150

150

150

150

150

Table 1: Women’s Representation in the Norwegian Parliament (Stortinget), 1953–2001

Total No. of MPs

15.5

1977 37 23.9

1981 40

34.41985 54

25.8

1989 59

39.41993 65

155

155

157

165

165

1973 24 155

36.41987 60

36.42001 60

165

165

35.8
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Giants among men, 1909–1953
In this more than 40-year period—from the point at 

which women of property gained the right to vote—

16 women were elected to serve in parliament. These 

women are unique in the sense they were able to survive 

and thrive in an era when being a female politician was 

extremely rare. Women from the capital, Oslo, were 

slightly more likely to be elected than women situated 

in other parts of the country.

At this time, nominating committees emphasized 

the importance of being an active and loyal party 

member, although they also looked for persons of 

standing in the community. Such a person would 

tend to be someone who held an important occupa-

tional position (minister, doctor or teacher), some-

one with previous experience of public office (local 

elected official) or someone holding significant sta-

tus in social organizations outside the party (labour 

unions or religious organizations). While looking for 

‘local notables’ with experience, parties focussed on 

a pool of aspirants that was heavily skewed towards 

men. Not many women were among the possible 

aspirants, since few women were members of the 

labour force, most women were not well educated, 

and most women had little experience of serving as 

organizational leaders or on local councils.

Parties made a serious attempt to balance their 

slates with respect to geography. A heavy emphasis 

was put on ensuring that all areas of the county were 

represented. In addition, concern was often expressed 

about the occupational groups and social organiza-

tions with which the party may have had connec-

tions. Women, as a conscious interest that needed to 

be taken into consideration, simply did not exist and 

were rarely nominated (even more rarely were they 

placed in a winnable position).

One is enough, 1957–1973
Over this time period women’s representation in parlia-

ment increased slowly, rising from eight percent in 1965 

to 15.5 percent in 1977. By the 1960s, a second wave 

of feminism was starting to influence the public debate 

and there was a call for greater representation. Women 

outside of the parties were agitating for greater repre-

sentation, and women inside the parties began to fol-

low suit. This was quite significant. Women had always 

constituted a substantial portion of the party member-

ship and had always carried out a significant amount 

of party work. In the past, however, their concerns had 

largely been tied to the electoral success of the party. As 

consciousness-raising took hold, though, they started to 

demand greater representation on the party lists.

T
h

e
 N

o
rw

e
g

ia
n

 E
x
p

e
rie

n
c
e
 o

f 

G
e
n

d
e
r Q

u
o

ta
s

In response to these societal changes we see party 

balancing strategies start to change. List creation looks 

quite similar to the earlier periods, but, especially at 

the end of this period, women start becoming seen 

as a legitimate interest with a right to representation. 

This is a fairly natural process as nominating commit-

tees were already thinking in terms of what “groups” 

they wanted to insure were represented. This made it 

relatively easy for women to present themselves as a 

“group” which had a legitimate right to representa-

tion.

While women were seen as a legitimate group, they 

were only one of many lobbying for representation, 

and, frankly, at this time, they were not a very power-

ful group. One can see this quite clearly in terms of 

the effect of party magnitude,10 that is, the number 

of seats that a party wins in a district. When party 

magnitude was low—that is, when a party won only 

one or two seats—women were not elected to parlia-

ment. When party magnitude was higher—that is, 

when a party won four or more seats- there was al-

most always  a woman being elected.11 Yet, it is quite 

striking that it was almost always one woman. No 

county delegation, with the exception of the Oslo 

Labour Party, ever elected more than one woman 

during this period (or prior to it either).

Tokenism no more, 1977–1981
This was a transitional period during which one wit-

nessed significant changes in both levels of represen-

tation and nominating processes. Representation 

jumped from 15.5 percent in 1973 to 25.8 percent in 

1981. The period of ‘one is enough’ was definitively 

over, as the number of party district delegations with 

more than one woman representative rose from one 

to seven. Women continued to press for greater ac-

cess. Consequently, the nominating process was ad-

justed again to allow the gender of a candidate to play 

a much more prominent part in committee thinking 

as it put its slates together. It became clear that simply 

including one woman on the list was insufficient in 

terms of dealing with the matter of representation of 

women.

This period is also important as it witnessed for-

mal quotas being adopted for women for the first 

time. In 1975, the Socialist Left and the Liberal Party 

both adopted gender quotas. This had relatively little 

direct effect, as only four of the 155 MPs elected in 

1977 belonged to these parties, and only one of the 

four was a woman. The policy had a significant indi-

rect effect, however, in that it clearly challenged the 

Norwegian Labour Party with respect to the issue of 
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women’s representation. The Labour Party responded 

to this challenge. In all of the districts where either 

the Socialist Left or the Liberal Party placed a woman 

in the number one slot, the Labour Party markedly 

increased the number of women that it nominated. 

By contrast, in those districts where the Socialist Left 

and the Liberal Party did not place a woman in the 

top spot, the Labour Party’s response was more lim-

ited.12

An interesting question is: why did these two par-

ties adopt this policy at this time? There are a couple 

of key reasons. First, it was the ‘right thing to do’. 

The debate on women’s role in society had clearly had 

an effect on these parties and taking a policy stand 

on this issue was important to both parties with re-

spect to their broader public image. The Socialist 

Left had strong ties with leftist organizations and 

women within the party were demanding proof of 

sincere and substantive (rather than merely rhetori-

cal) support for greater equality. The Liberal Party, 

meanwhile, was in the process of reinventing itself as 

at least partially a Green party, and there were strong 

indications that the Greens were among those most 

in favour of greater representation for women.13 The 

second reason is that it seemed to make strategic sense 

with regard to both parties’ attempts to curry favour 

with voters. Especially for the Socialist Left, which 

was always looking for ways to distinguish itself from 

the much larger Labour Party, the adoption of gender 

quotas was seen as an effective way of attracting left-

ist women away from Labour and towards its cause. 

For the Liberal Party, which had been split by the 

vote on joining the European Union (EU), the adop-

tion of quotas was part of its plan to establish a new 

identity.

Second among equals, 1985
to the present
Between 1981 and 1985, the level of representation 

of women in parliament jumped from 25.8 percent 

to 34.4 percent. Since 1985 four elections have been 

held and the level of representation of women has 

never been below 35.8 percent, or higher than 39.4 

percent.

The most important event in this period was the 

1983 decision by the Labour Party to adopt quotas 

(implemented in the 1985 election for the first time). 

The move was crucial, since, as noted above, the La-

bour Party is the largest party in Norwegian politics. 

Thus, when it decided to increase the rate of repre-

sentation, it led to a significant rise in the number of 

women being elected to parliament. New party rules 

were honoured (an important requirement for quotas 

to be effective). These completely changed the role that 

the sex of the candidate plays in the construction of 

party lists. Now, candidate sex is one of the first things 

to be considered by party nominating committees. In 

just two election periods (1981–1989), women’s rep-

resentation within the Labour Party delegation went 

from 33 percent to 51 percent. In the party nominat-

ing caucuses, a candidate’s sex went from being a fac-

tor of some relevance to one of primary significance. 

Every other candidate had to be a woman. 

Why did the Labour Party adopt quotas? One im-

portant factor was that a large section of the party elite 

viewed it as the right thing to do. This policy has never 

been seen as a necessary evil or a temporary measure 

only to be utilized during a transitory phase, as it has 

been described in some countries. Rather, it is seen 

as a legitimate way to ensure that women receive the 

representation that they deserve. That women made 

up one-half of the population and one-half of Labour 

voters and hence deserved one-half of the nominations 

was a compelling argument. A second important fac-

tor was that Gro Harlem Brundtland was the leader 

of the Labour Party and Prime Minister for most of 

the 1980s. She was a powerful force who was active-

ly engaged with a large number of issues, including 

pushing the Labour Party in the direction of greater 

representation of women. Her support for quotas was 

not necessarily decisive, but it was significant. Finally, 

even when there was a degree of reluctance on the part 

of some men within the party or some party strate-

gists, the political reality was that the party was under 

pressure from the Socialist Left with respect to this 

issue. Leftist women within the Labour Party could 

easily say, ‘You do not need to accede to our demands, 

we can just leave, the distance to the Socialist Left is 

not very great. If you are not willing to provide us 

with meaningful representation then we can simply 

move over to a party that will do so’. In many ways the 

Labour Party was forced to adopt this policy so as not 

to lose votes to the Socialist Left.

In a previous work,14 this has been described as 

a contagion process, as one party adopts a policy or 

strategy first implemented by one of its competitors. 

Once the Labour Party adopted quotas there has been 

a slow shift to the right in terms of the adoption of 

gender quotas in Norwegian politics. In the 1990s, 

both the Senterparty (an Agrarian-based party with 

a strong anti-EU element) and the Christian People’s 

Party adopted gender quotas. This means that, of the 

seven ‘major’ parties in the Norwegian parliament, 

five have officially adopted quotas. The exceptions are 
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the Conservative Party (Høyre) and the Progress Party 

(FrP), which are situated on the far right of Norwegian 

politics. Both have argued they choose the best candi-

date and do not want to be bound by arbitrary rules 

requiring them only to consider a man or a woman. 

Nevertheless, the adoption of quotas by the other par-

ties has put some pressure on the Conservative Par-

ty, which has increased its level of representation of 

women to the point that its parliamentary delegations 

are consistently in the 30 percent range.

The obvious question to ask is: why, if five ma-

jor parties have adopted quotas and a sixth is heav-

ily influenced by the others, have women not been 

able to break through the 40 percent barrier? Fifteen 

years ago the Swedes lagged slightly behind the Nor-

wegians, but they have continued to move forward, 

while the Norwegians have stood still. There are two 

primary explanations for this. First, the Progress Party 

has become much stronger and this has worked to 

suppress women’s representation. The FrP is a male-

dominated party whose supporters are overwhelm-

ingly male. In the 2001 elections, 26 Progress Party 

MPs were elected, only three of whom were women 

(13 percent). Among the other parties, 41 percent of 

MPs were female.

The second reason is that, although quotas have 

been adopted, women still tend to be treated as second 

among equals. If the party magnitude is even (two, 

four or six seats), parties in recent elections have tend-

ed to split the seats evenly between men and women. 

If the party magnitude is odd, however, (one, three, 

five or occasionally seven), men are consistently placed 

first. If we look at the 2001 elections and two-mem-

ber party district delegations, excluding the Progress 

Party and the Conservative Party, we see that women 

achieve parity, holding 50 percent of the seats (16 out 

of 32). If we look at one-member party district del-

egations, however, after excluding the Progress Party 

and the Conservative Party, we see that women hold 

36 percent of the seats (15 out of 41). Because of the 

relatively low district magnitude in the Norwegian 

counties and the large number of viable parties, a large 

number of small one-person delegations are generated 

(more than one-third of all of the party district del-

egations in the 2001–2005 Storting were single mem-

bers). If we juxtapose this with the system employed in 

Sweden, where there are fewer viable parties, a much 

higher number of MPs (349 as compared to 165) and 

a slightly greater number of counties (29 as opposed to 

20), one can see in part why the Swedes have contin-

ued to make advances in terms of the representation of 

women, while the Norwegians have foundered.

Conclusion
In assessing changes in women’s representation in 

Norway, one can see that quotas have played a role, 

although probably not a vital one. The process must 

be viewed as incremental, leading to a significant but 

not equal role for women in Norwegian politics—the 

adoption of quotas was merely a step towards greater 

equality. The incremental nature of the process can be 

seen in Table 1: the rate of increase in women’s repre-

sentation from one election to the next has never been 

greater than 8.6 percent. Rather, there has been slow 

upward movement, reflecting the changing role played 

by candidate sex in the nomination puzzle. Initially, 

candidate sex was irrelevant, then it became one of sev-

eral weak, but legitimate, interests of the parties, and 

finally it graduated to a position of central importance 

in the process to construct candidate lists. The most 

significant event in terms of the impact of quotas and 

representation was the adoption of gender quotas by 

the Labour Party in 1983. Note, though, that this oc-

curred after women had already acquired 33 percent 

of the positions in the party’s parliamentary delega-

tion and when there was a female party leader. This 

is hardly a case of storming the palace and instituting 

dramatic change overnight.

In analyzing how the increase in women’s represen-

tation came about and the reasons for the adoption 

of quotas it is clear that culture is important. Second 

wave feminism raised a number of equity issues that 

were especially salient within the Nordic context of 

egalitarianism. But the egalitarian culture is not in it-

self sufficient. While women have been quite success-

ful in gaining access to positions of political power, 

they have been much less successful, despite a mighty 

struggle, in gaining access to large numbers of promi-

nent positions in business.15

An important part of the explanation for the rela-

tive success of women in the political sphere is con-

nected to existing political institutions. The political 

institutions that were in place were particularly well 

suited to providing women with the opportunity 

to acquire positions of political power. In addition, 

Norwegian feminists, by and large, made an explicit 

decision to stay and work within existing political 

parties. They did not leave and establish separate 

political organizations. The candidate selection pro-

cedure placed an emphasis on group representation, 

hence it was entirely legitimate for women to argue 

that, as a group, they represented 50 percent of the 

population, yet enjoyed nothing like that level of rep-

resentation. Closed list proportional representation 

in districts with a reasonably high district magnitude 
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meant that internal party decisions with respect to 

representation led directly to increased representa-

tion.

Furthermore, while there may have been those who 

were sceptical about the calls for greater representa-

tion, additional institutional arrangements pushed 

them in the direction of agreeing to these demands. 

First, if party leaders refused to consider seriously 

these demands for greater representation, there was 

an easy and clear alternative: feminists could simply 

switch their support to a party that backed their call. 

This threat meant that many reluctant men felt that 

they had to improve the rate of representation. Sec-

ond, party nominating committees knew full well 

that, if they ignored these demands for greater rep-

resentation, women within the party were capable 

of mobilizing and turning out en masse at the party 

nominating caucuses where each of the decisions of 

the nominating committee would be reviewed. Just 

the threat of attempting to overturn committee deci-

sions was sufficient in many cases to get nominating 

committees to consider carefully women’s demands 

for better representation. In short, the institutional 

arrangements played a crucial role in assisting wom-

en in their fight for greater representation.
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Introduction
Before the break-up of Communist Yugoslavia, 

Croatian women had the benefit of equal rights under 

the law.  Although quotas ensured women were repre-

sented in State and Republic legislatures, and despite 

being represented in parliaments, unions and even 

the various organs of the Communist Party, women 

in the former Yugoslavia enjoyed very little real politi-

cal power, which was vested in the few—male—elite 

members of the party.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, immense 

structural change took place across Europe, ending 

the Cold War and uniting the West and the East. 

At the same time, this event led to the demise of the 

‘glorious’ heritage of Yugoslav Socialism and exposed 

all of the shortcomings associated with party monop-

olies and state-run economies. As political elites lost 

their positions, ordinary Croatian people had reason-

able expectations that their own lives would benefit 

with the advent of democracy. Despite the existence 

of a vibrant women’s movement in the former Yu-

goslavia, the fall of Communism also witnessed a 

decline in women’s political participation. This de-

cline is in part a result of the patriarchal processes 

established by the wartime nationalist groups but is 

largely seen as a backlash to the Communist legacy of 

a highly proclaimed, although rarely implemented, 

equality—a backlash experienced in much of Eastern 

Europe.

As a multi-party system emerged in Croatia, social 

democrats looked at the examples of social demo-

cratic parties of the more privileged stable democra-

cies, which set highly desirable goals. Croatian social 

democrats carefully studied other parties’ patterns 

and structures and, of course, assessed the time re-

quired to attain certain standards. One important 

aspect of political party reform examined was that of 

gender quotas and women’s participation in politics, 

which is the focus of this case study.

The Social Democratic Party 
of Croatia
Social democratic parties in the ‘post-nineties democ-

racies’ have their roots in different sources. Some are 

the offspring of the traditional social-democratic par-

ties and movements that existed before 1990 (for ex-

ample, those in Bulgaria, Croatia, Hungary and Slov-

enia). Others emerged out of the so-called alliances 

of citizens (Socijalistički savez), even the trade union 

traditions. Many social democratic parties of Eastern 

Europe, and the most likely to survive, are the prod-

ucts of former communist parties that successfully re-

formed into social democratic parties.

Today’s Social Democratic Party (SDP) of Croatia 

was created in 1994 after a merger of the relatively 

large Croatian League of Communists—Demo-

cratic Party for Change (SKH-SDP) and a smaller 

social democratic party, the Social Democratic Party 

of Croatia (SDH). The new party’s programme and 

statute was to be adopted at the party’s convention 

in 1994 which would provide real opportunities to 

shape the future of the party.

The beginning of the Social
Democratic Women’s Forum
In autumn 1994, a group of women started talking 

about establishing a women’s organization within the 

party, a suggestion that, in general, met with disap-

proval mostly from male members of the party. One 

activist commented that ‘we had our women’ and that 

the SDP did not need a women’s organization. Inter-

estingly, male and female party activists reacted in a 

similar way.

Nevertheless, a ‘critical mass’ of support developed 

and the SDP Women’s Forum (SDWF) was founded 

in Zagreb, Croatia, on 8 January 1995. As an inter-

nal organization of the SDP, it had to comply with 

the party statute, although it had its own Statute that 

created parallel structures. The latter called for gen-

der representation of at least 40 percent for both sex-

es; a formulation developed following consultations 

with Slovenian colleagues.  The SDWF proposed 

quota was the first attempt in any reformed party in 

the ‘post-nineties democracies’ to recommend inter-

nal party quotas (soon after this proposal, the Social 

Democratic Party of Croatia introduced gender quo-

tas in the party’s statute at the Convention in 1996).

The SDWF Statute clearly stated that women who 

share the same values may become members of the 

SDWF on equal terms without having to become 

Political Party Quotas in the Croatian Social   
Democratic Party

Karolina Leakovi

Executive Committee of the Women’s Forum of the Social Democratic Party, Croatia
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party members. Of course, there is a danger that a 

forum, which includes women who are not members 

of the SDP, can develop policies which deviate from, 

or are opposed to, the party’s general orientation. On 

the contrary, however, the SDWF has created space 

for many women experts and activists to engage. It 

has been one of the bridges to non-governmental or-

ganizations (NGOs) that have contributed to the es-

tablishment of a true civil society within a prosperous 

state based on the rule of law, democracy and respect 

for human rights.

The growth of the SDWF
What has the Women’s Forum done over the past ten 

years to ensure that the quota system is not only ‘pro-

claimed’ but truly implemented? Initially, the strategy 

was to form branch offices in any place where there was 

a party branch, at the municipality, city or county lev-

els. Within two to four years (after 1995) almost 100 

SDWF branches were established across the country. 

The SDP had some 400 branch offices at the time. 

Some of the most important topics and issues 

dealt with by the SDWF during this first phase were 

unemployment, healthcare, representation in deci-

sion-making bodies and the strengthening of social 

democracy.

The next phase saw closer cooperation with civil 

society and a number of NGOs that came into being 

after 1990, ranging from genuinely feminist groups 

to those that focussed only on the provision of hu-

manitarian aid. Of course, during this phase, ques-

tions concerning women war victims and reconcilia-

tion were of the utmost importance.

One of the next priorities was to provide education 

and training for women in any possible field, ranging 

from empowerment in general to media presentation 

and debate skills. Of particular value was the series of 

seminars entitled ‘Women Can Do It’, following the 

example set by Norwegian political parties. During 

this third phase, numerous women were motivated 

to become candidates in the local and parliamentary 

elections.

SDWF understood that external cooperation and 

training should not happen at the expense of also 

focusing on the internal structures of the SDP and 

women’s representation within the party. Between 

1995 and 1999, there were six vice-presidents of the 

SDP, of which two were women. The total represen-

tation of women on the party’s governing executive 

committee—the Main Board—stood at 52 percent. 

The SDP’s respectable record of women’s representa-

tion within the party was partly responsible for the 

party’s admission into the Socialist International in 

1999. Representatives of the SDWF engaged in very 

intensive exchanges of views at different meetings 

and conferences with their colleagues from Southeast 

Europe, the countries of the European Union (EU) 

and worldwide through the SIW.

Women in Parliament
The strategy of capacity building and increasing the 

representation of women within the SDP was essen-

tial for the SDWF in order to influence the national 

agenda and implement gender-related policies once 

the SDP formed government in 2000. As the leading 

party in the new coalition government, the SDP was 

largely responsible for the 34 percent women’s repre-

sentation in Parliament. Between 2000 and 2003, an 

enormous step forward in legislation was achieved.

Strategies and legislation introduced included a 

new family law, a law on Gender Equality, legisla-

tion preventing domestic violence, a national policy 

on gender equality, and a law on employment with 

various measures favouring unemployed women. 

Moreover, huge steps were taken on regional and lo-

cal levels, especially in areas of women representation 

in decision-making bodies at those levels. In addi-

tion, the SDWF was keen to provide support for the 

foundation of local gender equality committees at 

the town and county levels, stressing that these local-

level bodies would be very hard to get rid of if there 

was a change of government.

The next phase was marked by the loss of parlia-

mentary elections (in 2003) when the SDP became 

the major opposition party. Maintaining the high 

standards associated with the 40 percent gender quo-

ta for all bodies of the party on all levels, at its ninth 

convention, on 8 May 2004, the SDP adopted a new 

Statute and a new Declaration. Although the new 

Statute does not make explicit reference to external 

quotas for candidate lists, delegates demonstrated a 

high level of commitment for the principle of equal-

ity within the party, voting for a woman deputy chair 

(there were three candidates, two of whom were 

men). Two of the three vice-chairs are women, and 

both vice-chairs of the SDP’s Main Board are wom-

en. The representation of women on the Main Board 

stands at 53 percent, the highest level ever. 

The Challenges to Implementing 
Quotas
The introduction and implementation of quotas at all 

levels will depend on many factors, including over-

coming traditional, patriarchal values. There are, how-
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ever, disadvantages and challenges even to the quotas 

which are in place now. One significant shortcoming 

of the current quotas within the SDP is that absence of 

sanctions. If the party leadership fails to meet its statu-

tory obligations, there are no mechanisms to sanction 

or punish individuals.

In addition, the percentage of women party mem-

bers is far less than 40 percent, and hence the ques-

tion of positive discrimination arises and jeopardises 

the commitment to putting women on candidate lists 

and placing them in winnable positions. Although 

the SDWF has been successful at ensuring the place-

ment of women on candidate lists (although not al-

ways in satisfactory positions), the lack of a formal 

quota for candidate’s lists for local and parliamentary 

elections is a barrier to guaranteeing women’s politi-

cal representation.

The relationship between the SDWF and the SDP 

is delicate at times. Although the Forum has no in-

dependent sources of income, the SDP has never, to 

date, turned down requests for funding. The party 

is not, however, obliged to provide resources to the 

SDWF. The successes and strengths of the SDWF 

is a double-edged sword. Although support among 

party members for increased women’s participation is 

strong, getting more women in positions at all levels 

of the party sometimes means displacing men who 

have held positions in the party for years. During the 

first 10 years of the SDWF women have not only 

remained partners with their male colleagues in the 

SDP but many have also become rivals.

Conclusion
The successes of the SDWF have also been the success-

es of the SDP. Without the perseverance of the SDWF, 

particularly on the issue of quotas, the number of 

women representing the SDP in parliament and local 

assemblies in Croatia would be much lower. Certainly, 

the number of women holding decision-making posi-

tions within the party would also be reduced. At eve-

ry election, SDWF will continue to press for greater 

women’s participation and representation. Thankfully, 

the fierce battles of the 1960s and 1970s when women 

were the only group insisting on equality are over. True 

equality requires partnerships, which include men and 

the SDWF will nurture those partnerships.
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The countries within the former Austro-Hungarian 

Empire are long-time traditionalists when it comes 

to the role of women in society. Hungarian society is 

no exception with regard to the position of women in 

public life, particularly in decision-making positions. 

However, this case study1 briefly reviews the past 120 

years, and illustrates that it is possible to identify the 

major steps that led to the emergence and acceptance 

of women in public life.

The Origins of Women’s Political
Participation
The first women’s associations, involving aristocratic 

women, were established in Hungary in the Reform 

Age (1825-49), and lacked a distinctive political pro-

file. The first women’s association was called Pesti 

Jotekony Noegylet (Charity Women’s Association of 

Pest), set up in 1887. By the end of the 19th century, 

participation in women’s associations had become a 

prestigious activity. Real change occurred when social-

democratic women formed a revolutionary women’s 

organization in trade unions in the final years of the 

19th century.

These women engaged in highly politicized ac-

tion, such as the fight for universal suffrage prior to 

the First World War—Rozsika Bedi-Schwimmer, the 

leader of the feminist and pacifist movement, had to 

leave the country. Following the war, in 1920, the 

first woman deputy, Margit Slachta, the leader of the 

Social Mission Association, was appointed to parlia-

ment. Anna Kethly of the Social Democratic Party 

followed her in 1922.

Two national women’s associations were founded 

post-1945 during a period of reconstruction and the 

re-emergence of networks. The democratization of 

the country and the introduction of universal wom-

en’s suffrage in 1945 accorded feminists no social 

space, however. The 1951 decision of the Hungarian 

Workers’ Party (MDP) regarding women’s political 

participation marked the beginning of the period of 

state feminism. The number of women deputies in 

the provisional assembly rose to 12, compared with 

between one and two in the past. In the first MDP 

congress only four of 66 deputies were women.

Advancement of Women’s Issues through Political Mobilization 

in Hungary: Impact of the Hungarian Socialist Party Quota
Zita Gurmai

European Parliament for Hungary

Women in Parliament
Although women received the right to vote in 1919 

and a few women members of parliament (MPs) 

were elected before the Second World War, women 

did not enjoy a strong political role in society before 

1945. In socialist times, despite the proclamations of 

the communist regime that gender equality was one 

of its main values and political goals, and numerous 

improvements in the economic and social position of 

women, the percentage of women in parliament never 

exceeded 35 percent. Furthermore, women were not 

adequately represented in the executive structures of 

the only existing political party Hungarian Socialist 

Workers’ Party.

Unfortunately, the change to a multi-party sys-

tem in Hungary in 1989 did not lead to equality for 

women. They became the group that lost the most, 

achieving less in the realms of healthcare, education, 

employment, social security and childcare, to name 

but a few. Women’s representation in the 386-seat 

General Assembly fell to 7.3 percent after the first 

democratic elections in 1990. In 1994, it stood at just 

11 percent (the highest level since 1979). In 1998, it 

fell to 8.3 percent. In 2002, it hovered around ten 

percent—with three women ministers in govern-

ment. After the 2004 European Parliament elections 

it declined again slightly to 9.1 percent.2 The decline 

occurred because three incumbent women MPs suc-

cessfully competed for seats in the European Parlia-

ment and none of their replacements in the Hungar-

ian General Assembly were women.

Key factors behind this situation were the following:

• not one of the large political parties that made it 

into parliament had a strong interest in, and thus 

programme on, gender equality;

• conservative parties from their establishment/re-

establishment promoted the traditional role of 

women; and

• gender-focused non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) and independent women’s civil society 

groups, were numerous, but they could not attract 

any real attention from any of the decision-makers 

in government or parliament, not even from op-

position parties.3

Marta Bonifert

Regional Center for Environment, Budapest
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It became a great challenge for Hungarian progressive 

parties, civil groups and activists to work on gender 

issues in this environment.

The Hungarian Socialist Party
Hungarian Socialist Party (HSP) women were among 

the first to persuade their party to change its attitude 

towards gender equality. However, the transformation 

of the HSP into a women-friendly party was slow and 

very gradual. The shift was helped by the moral back-

ing received from the Socialist International Women 

(SIW) and its sister organizations and support net-

works, including the CEE Network for Gender Issues, 

during the HSP’s accession to the Socialist Interna-

tional.4 The supportive national and international net-

work of politically active women and men also facili-

tated the process.

The first women’s organization within the HSP 

was established in 1992. The HSP women’s organiza-

tion drew on the examples of British, German and 

Swedish parties, including their gender-related laws. 

Among the issues raised was the request, in 1993, to 

include a quota in the party statute.

The HSP, in coalition with the SZDSZ liberal par-

ty (Szabad Demokratak Szovetsege: Alliance of Free 

Democrats) won the second free elections in 1994. 

The results seemed positive: 11.1 percent of women 

MPs and one minister. It was obvious, though, that 

gender equality was not one of the party’s priorities, 

as the gender equality department in the Ministry 

of Labour was given to the smaller coalition partner, 

the SZDSZ.

This was also the time when the government had 

to introduce radical transitional measures to reduce 

the outstandingly high debt of the country. The aus-

terity programme, while allowing the country to re-

cover, also led to a decline in some important social 

achievements for women (for instance, paid mater-

nity leave was shortened and many crèches and kin-

dergartens were closed).

Although the country stabilized economically 

and politically, voters did not forget the austerity 

programme and hence the HSP lost the election of 

1998. The conservative coalition government took 

office and restructured its operations, including the 

introduction of newly developed gender equality 

mechanisms in the country.5

Different steps were taken compared to previous 

governments, such as the participation of Hungary 

in the multi-stakeholder 12 country Stability Pact 

Gender Task Force (SP GTF).6 HSP and HSDP 

(Hungarian Social Democratic Party) party leaders 

signed the appeal to establish the SP GTF, but the 

new government decided not to take advantage of 

the opportunity to ensure Hungary’s inclusion in re-

gional gender equality projects after 1999.

Lobbying within the Party
From 1998, the HSP women’s organization and its 

partners started to mobilize in a more structured and 

determined way, resulting in the HSP ‘engendering’ its 

party values, programmes and policies. With the direct 

moral support of the SIW, material backing from the 

CEE Network for Gender Issues and in close coopera-

tion with social-democratic foundations and women’s 

organizations from Austria, France, Italy, Netherlands, 

Norway and Sweden, as well as with women from dif-

ferent political backgrounds connected through the 

SP GTF’s regional training programmes, these women 

activists started to strengthen their party organization. 

Their work spanned the entire country. There were in-

creasing calls for including a quota in the party statute. 

Greater emphasis was put on the argument that the 

party badly needed the support of women and young 

voters. To be taken seriously by supporters, it is im-

portant for the party to highlight these issues, and give 

prominence to people representing these issues to the 

decision making structure of the party. Lobbying to-

gether with the party’s youth organization, HSP wom-

en succeeded in getting a 20 percent quota for women 

and a 20 percent quota for youth integrated into the 

party statute at the 1999 Congress.7

Election Results
The first real breakthrough came with the party lead-

ership that was selected in the internal party elections 

of 2001, chaired by Laszlo Kovacs. Even though the 

quota was only 20 percent, all women who ran for 

positions were elected. Suddenly, the party leadership 

had 30 percent of capable, visible women, bringing to 

the electoral race all of their knowledge and strength. 

This was the moment when people like Katalin Szili 

and Zita Gurmai led the HSP women’s organization, 

all multilingual, brilliant politicians, dynamic and sen-

sitive to gender issues, with a decade of campaigning 

experience. Not only did they facilitate the establish-

ment of the best possible tool to invigorate the party 

electoral campaign, but they also forged a strong rela-

tionship with major international support networks.

2002 National Election
Even if the HSP saw the need to target women vot-

ers, very few of its women activists got the chance to 

run on eligible places on the party lists. The women’s 
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organization had two priorities: to change the gov-

ernment; and to introduce the women’s quota.8 HSP 

women decided to create a progressive tool to ensure 

that their issues were taken seriously, to underscore 

their determination and passion for change and to 

better society.9

The establishment of the national Yellow Scarf 

Movement in 2002 was their most important inno-

vation. In all of Hungary’s main cities (more than 

50), the HSP women’s organization invited all wom-

en to back their silent public demand for a change 

of government policy on gender issues. Every Fri-

day, for two hours, they stood in the main squares 

of their cities, wearing long yellow scarves, in silent 

demonstration. They had just one slogan: govern-

ments change, we stay! As the electoral campaign 

progressed, an increasing number of women partici-

pated in the weekly protests. A few days before the 

election, 2,500 representatives of the Yellow Scarf 

Movement from all over the country gathered in a 

Budapest sport’s hall where the HSP’s prime ministe-

rial candidate outlined his electoral promises:

• one-week paternity leave following the birth of a 

baby;

• higher pensions for widows;

• reintegration of women into the labour market; and

• the establishment of a ministerial post in the national 

government focused on equality matters10

The 2002 elections were very tight. The HSP and its 

coalition partners won by two percent—a couple of 

thousand people made the difference. A significant 

proportion of people believe, even among the losing 

parties, that the Yellow Scarf Movement was the de-

cisive factor.11

The movement’s success immediately opened a 

window of opportunity for all women looking to 

acquire real power in Hungary’s public and political 

spheres. While ten percent is not a high percentage 

of MPs, women were given many important posi-

tions in parliament and government (president of 

the parliament and three ministerial portfolios). Fur-

thermore, all of the parties started to show more in-

terest in gender equality issues and in having women 

candidates in the forthcoming council and mayoral 

elections. On comparing figures for the local elec-

tions of 1994 and 1998, one sees that the percent-

age of women councillors rose from 20 percent to 23 

percent and the number of women mayors from ten 

percent to 13 percent. In 2002, the statistics slightly 

increased. Women were successful not only in small, 

poor, rural communities, but also in important cities 

like Nyíregyháza and Szolnok.12

The European Parliament
It seems that the HSP really understood the power of 

women voters and the importance of its gender equal-

ity policy in getting them on-board. The new govern-

ment kept the promise that it had made to women 

during the pre-electoral campaign, and started to work 

seriously on gender equality issues in the context of 

Hungary’s accession to the European Union (EU). A 

gender equality minister was appointed for the first 

time, the gender equality mechanism was re-estab-

lished and given a much stronger mandate than was 

the case between 1994 and 1998, legislation in some 

fields (labour, violence against women and trafficking) 

was reshaped in accordance with EU best practice, and 

the first anti-discrimination law was passed in 2004.13

HSP women’s next battle for full gender equality 

in politics came in June 2004, during the first EU 

elections in Hungary. This time, the CEE Network 

for Gender Issues worked closely with campaigning 

women across the region, among others, introducing 

a specific sandwich strategy. The HSP women’s or-

ganization applied bottom-up pressure, while social-

democratic women within the Party of European So-

cialists (PES) applied top-down pressure. The leader 

of the PES, Poul Nyrup Rasmussen, sent a letter to 

all social-democratic party heads, including EU new-

comers, asking them to target women voters in their 

campaigns and to give their women candidates a real 

chance of election. In Hungary, this strategy worked 

very well. The results of women’s campaigns in the 

last national and local elections offer the best proof 

yet that a gender equality approach really matters.

Election 2004
The European parliamentary election of 2004 revealed 

a very positive result. Of the first 18 candidates on the 

conservatives’ list, six were women. The liberals had 

eight women among their 18 candidates, while the so-

cialists placed five women among their 24 candidates 

(although they were all in winning positions). The 

HSP makes up the second biggest Hungarian faction 

within the European Parliament. The total number of 

Hungarian women in the European Parliament is 9, 

out of a total of 24 Hungarian Members of the Euro-

pean Parliament.
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European Parliament Party   
Delegations
The HSP brought to the Party of European Socialist a 

delegation of European parliamentarians consisting of 

five women (55 percent) and only four men. A so-called 

contagion effect—when a serious approach to gender 

equality in one party forces competing parties also to 

move in the right direction—was also visible with re-

gard to the group of European parliamentarians elected 

to the group of the European People’s Party. This right-

wing party, which won the European Parliament elec-

tions in Hungary, has 23 percent of women, one even 

coming from the Roma community.14

The Results of the HSP Quota
What impact has the use of the quota by HSP women 

had on the political empowerment of women in Hun-

gary? What lessons can be learnt?

1. The quota can serve as a positive measure to coun-

ter structural gender inequality within a large party 

only if there is enough systematic external support 

(from the PES and SIW, and from sister parties and 

their women’s organizations). Additionally, women 

must be organized regionally (CEE Network for 

Gender Issues and SP GTF), so that they can help 

each other with the exchange of best practice, and a 

strong and determined women’s organization must 

exist that is capable of attracting important allies 

within the party. In this case, these allies were the 

youth organization and new party leaders.

2. The quota will be well respected only if the wom-

en’s party organization can ensure its public visibil-

ity and prove that campaigning produces tangible 

results. In this case, the Yellow Scarf Movement en-

sured the visibility of HSP women and the result of 

the general election in 2002 persuaded the HSP to 

take gender equality seriously.

3. To sustain the process and to trigger a contagion 

effect, the most important thing is that the first big 

party with a respected quota, leading to a larger 

number of women being elected on all levels, keeps 

its promises to voters and that its women’s organiza-

tion does not forget to take advantage of an ensuing 

window of opportunity. In this case, the window 

of opportunity took the form of the first European 

Parliament election in Hungary.15

Conclusion
Women have come to acquire political power through 

political parties. The quota is an important tool to en-

hance their participation in decision-making, helping 

women to assume an active and visible role in public life.

In summary, from 1990–2002, the number of wom-

en candidates grew continuously—actually, the figure 

doubled. In 2002, 614 women participated in the par-

liamentary elections (17.8 percent of all candidates). 

Of the running female candidates, 5.7 percent entered 

the General Assembly. Of the running male candidates, 

12.4 percent entered the General Assembly.

Strategies that bolster women’s participation in 

politics are the application of the parity principle 

and the employment of the quota system in the elec-

tion of the political structure. According to the parity 

principle, the representation of women and men in 

governing structures should be 50:50. The Hungar-

ian Constitution ensures this, stipulating that: ‘The 

Republic of Hungary shall ensure the equality of 

men and women in all civil, political, economic, so-

cial and cultural rights’.

Endnotes
1 This case study is largely based on Gurmai, Zita 

and Marta Bonifert. 2005. “The Yellow Scarf 

Success: The impact of the Hungarian Socialist 

Party (HSP) Quota”. In Sonja Lokar, ed. From 

Quota to Parity: Social Democratic Women in 

Action. Novi Sad, Serbia and Montenegro, CEE 

Network for Gender Issues.

2 Ibid., p. 13. See also Inter-Parliamentary Union, 

2005. ‘Women in National Parliaments,’ avail-

able at http://www.ipu.org 

3 Idem. 

4 Ibid., p. 14. 

5 Idem.

6 The Gender Task Force is the working body of 

the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe and 

is working under the auspices of the Organiza-

tion for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

(OSCE).

7 Ibid., p. 15. 

8 Idem. 

9 Idem. 

10 Ibid., p. 16. 

11 Idem. 

12 Idem. 

13 Idem.

14 Ibid., p. 17. 

15 Ibid., p. 18.
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The process of democratization, observed in many 

parts of the world, has not been accompanied by a sig-

nificant rise in the number of women in senior posi-

tions in economic and political structures, especially 

decision-making posts.

Analyses show that the presence of women in de-

cision-making bodies is not directly related to the 

level of economic or social growth, or to the devel-

opment of democratic systems in individual coun-

tries.1 Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart underline 

the importance of cultural factors because: (1) they 

make it easier to choose some careers; they impact on 

women’s aspirations to become decision-makers; (2) 

they influence the level of support for women candi-

dates, affecting the electoral behaviour of men and 

women; (3) they determine which political goals are 

to be prioritized, such as gender equality, which are 

considered to be socially important by various groups 

and organizations; and (4) they shape the beliefs and 

behaviour of party gatekeepers, that is, those who de-

cide who will be on the lists of candidates, and who 

will be appointed to political (governmental) and 

economic positions.

Therefore, traditional or egalitarian views on wom-

en’s participation in political and economic decision-

making bodies influence both the supply-side of the 

equation (whether women want to run in an election 

and be appointed to such posts) and the demand-side 

(whether they attract the support of party gatekeep-

ers and the media, as well as financial support from 

sponsors and actual backing (votes) from the pub-

lic). However, several authors have pointed out that 

electoral legislation can facilitate an increase in the 

number of women in politics. A proportional system 

benefits women more than a majoritarian one.2 Also, 

quotas, applied by political parties or established at 

the state level, as part of electoral law, are considered 

an important mechanism to bring more women into 

politics.

This paper analyzes Polish opinions on, and atti-

tudes towards, quotas and the behaviour of members 

of society and the political elite with respect to gen-

der inequality in politics. It also seeks to assess the 

effectiveness of quotas in according women and men 

equal access to top positions in politics. The analysis 

will focus on the parliamentary elections of 2001 and 

Gender Party Quotas in Poland

Renata Siemienska

Institute of Sociology & Social Studies, University of Warsaw, Poland

the local elections of 2002, following an introduction 

of quotas for women. It will demonstrate that quotas 

are important for increasing the number of women 

in elected bodies. The efficiency of quotas, though, 

depends on the level of the elections (national or lo-

cal) and on the existence of several other factors that 

can aid or hamper their implementation. To verify 

the hypotheses, the elections will be discussed sepa-

rately.

The Representation of Women in 
Parliament
The proportion of women elected to the lower cham-

ber of parliament in 1991, 1993 and 1997 was nine 

percent, 13 percent and 13 percent respectively. In the 

higher chamber, over the same timeframe, women held 

eight percent, 13 percent and 12 percent of seats. For-

mally speaking, the number of women has decreased 

compared to the communist period when the figure 

stood at over 20 percent (in 1985). At that time, wom-

en were considered ‘tokens’—present, but with much 

less influence than the statistics might suggest. Usually, 

they did not represent the interests of women and for 

the most part, parliament simply ‘rubber stamped’ de-

cisions made by Communist Party bodies.

The Debate on Quotas as a ‘Positive 
Discrimination’ Mechanism
The debate on women’s low representation in elected 

bodies began in the early 1990s. At the time, femi-

nists and other women activists rejected the idea of 

introducing quotas, remembering how members of 

parliament were selected under the communist regime 

(although a formal quota system was not in place in 

Communist Poland, women and men were picked by 

party decision-makers). However, some parliamentar-

ians and members of women’s non-governmental or-

ganizations (NGOs) began to work on a law to grant 

men and women equal status in society in Poland.3

The proposed law has been changed several times 

(last time in June 2005), having been systematically 

rejected by members of the lower or higher chambers 

of parliament. The opponents are from the parlia-

mentary opposition, consisting of male and female 

deputies of centre-right and right-wing parties. Par-

liamentary members of rightist parties point out, for 
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instance, that there is no need for a new bill when 

everything to do with the issue has been incorporated 

into the Constitution and criminal and civilian codes. 

To some deputies, furthermore, the bill appears to be 

oriented towards feminists and hence is unaccept-

able. Finally, they highlight the cost of implementing 

the law, particularly with regard to the creation of a 

new office and monitoring.4 In the 1990s, women 

found it more difficult to secure placement on a can-

didate list (compared to men).5

The version of the bill submitted in 2002 included 

an article on the proportion of men and women in all 

elective bodies. It specified that, until 31 December 

2003, the proportion of each sex should be at least 30 

percent. Between 1 January 2004 and 31 December 

2011 the proportion should be at least 40 percent. 

And from 1 January 2012 it should be at least 50 

percent. The proportion of candidates of each sex on 

party lists should be 30 percent until 31 December 

2003, and at least 40 percent thereafter. Names of 

men and women should alternate (i.e. man - woman 

- man or woman - man etc.) on the lists of candi-

dates to equalise the chances of men and women to 

be elected, since experience shows that candidates at 

the top of lists have higher chances to be elected. If 

a body consists of less than four persons, men and 

women should both be represented. The parliamen-

tarians who submitted the latest proposal of the bill 

stress that the bill satisfies European Union (EU) 

recommendations and should be introduced so as to 

bring Polish law into line with EU law.6

Implementation of Quotas by some 
Political Parties
Some kind of ‘positive discrimination’ mechanism was 

implemented in 2001 before the parliamentary elec-

tions, despite of the above-mentioned lack of the legis-

lation. Pressure Discussions among women NGO ac-

tivists about the low level of representation of women 

in elected bodies and in positions where promotion is 

based on appointment and, about more frequent con-

tact between Polish parliamentarians and West Euro-

pean politicians, culminated in changes.   Under pres-

sure from female party members, three political parties 

agreed to introduce a 30 percent quota: the two coali-

tion partners—the Alliance of Democratic Left (SLD) 

and the Labour Union (UP), and also the centrist Un-

ion of Freedom. But they did not agree on the order in 

which women and men should be placed on candidate 

lists (despite the demands of several women in these 

parties), which would have given men and women an 

equal chance in subsequent elections.

Following the introduction of quotas by the afore-

mentioned parties, the number of women in the 

lower and higher chambers of parliament increased 

to 20 percent and 23 percent respectively (in the last 

(2001) parliamentary elections). However, only two 

women became members of the government: Bar-

bara Piwnik was appointed Minister of Justice and 

Łybacka was appointed Minister of Education (Min-

istry of National Education and Sports). Actually, 

only one woman, Izabela Jaruga-Nowacka, is in the 

government (beside of the Plenipotentiary for Equal 

Status of Men and Women).

Summarizing, the increased presence of women 

was due to different events that occurred and differ-

ent initiatives that were launched between the parlia-

mentary elections of 1997 and 2001:

• Some political parties introduced a gender quo-

ta: The SLD–UP coalition and the centrist Free-

dom Union accepted the proviso that neither sex 

should make up less than 30 percent of all candi-

dates, and that individual constituency lists should 

be approved only when they satisfy this condition. 

Moreover, even right-wing parties, such as the 

League of Polish Families (LPR), were influenced 

by these changes. While they officially rejected quo-

tas, they included more women on their candidate 

lists than in previous elections.7

• The electoral law was changed: Poland uses a 

proportional representation electoral system, with 

open lists. In 2001 the total number of constitu-

encies was reduced, creating larger constituencies 

with a greater number of seats. The reduction in the 

number of constituencies was the result of a new na-

tional administrative structure coming into being. 

This change also led (incidentally) to an increased 

number of women being placed on candidate lists: 

the more candidates there were per constituency, 

the greater the chance that a woman would be in-

cluded on a list.8 Richard Matland identified this 

general relationship.9

• Attitudes towards women in politics changed: In 

2001, 60 percent of women (compared to 50 per-

cent in 1997) and 40 percent of men (compared to 

28 percent in 1997) did not agree with the state-

ment that ‘men are better suited to politics than 

women’.10

• The women’s lobby became stronger: This result-

ed in more pressure being placed on political parties 

and the wider public. Fifty organizations joined the 
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Pre-Electoral Coalition of Women—an open agree-

ment between women’s organizations and groups 

entered into a few months before the 2001 elec-

tions. Members emphasized the apolitical character 

of the coalition. Ideologically, the Pre-Electoral Co-

alition of Women (as well as other women’s groups 

and feminist organizations) was located somewhere 

between the centre and the left. It enjoyed the sup-

port of the Women’s Parliamentary Group. Women 

parliamentarians from all parties organized an ac-

tion entitled ‘Women run, women vote’ to convince 

voters to support women candidates.

• The electoral preferences of society changed: In the 

2001 election, the SLD–UP coalition obtained the 

highest number of votes (shift from right to left). 

This was important from the standpoint of women, 

since the Alliance of Democratic Left has, for a long 

time, been willing to take women into considera-

tion with respect to its political plans and reforms.

The number of elected women has depended to a great 

extent on the number of women listed as candidates, 

where party gatekeepers have positioned them on the 

lists (those in positions one to three are known to have 

the best chance of election), and the attitudes of mem-

bers of the general population in the different districts 

towards women in politics (Table 1)

Women

Candidates**

Name of party or electoral 
coalition

Number of districts 
in which women 
were on candidate 
lists

41

Alliance of Democratic Left 
(SLD)*

41

Polish Peasant Party (PSL) 41

Labour Union (UP)* 41

Women as a 
percentage of the 
total number of 
candidates 

% of women in po-
sitions one to three 
on candidate lists

Elected***

Self Defence of the Polish Repub-
lic (SO)

39

Law and Justice (PiS) 40

League of Polish Families (LPR)

Civic Platform (PO) 41

Social and Cultural Society of the 
German Minority in Silesia (MN)

% of total % of womenTotal

24.7

36.3

14.6

36.3

20.3

17.9

16.8

25

18.7

6.5

18.7

13.0

12.2

15.4

16.7

38

200

42

16

53

44

65

2

8.3

43.6

9.1

3.4

11.5

9.6

14.1

0.4

10

50

0

5

9

6

13

-

26.3

25.0

0

31.3

17.0

13.6

20.0

-

Notes:

* The SLD and UP ran as part of an electoral coalition. 

** Author’s calculations.

*** See Inter-Parliamentary Union, “Women in National Parliaments”, 

http://www.ipu.org.

Orientation of parties: SLD and UP (left); PO (centre-right); SO (populist); PiS 

and LPR (right); and PSL (Polish Peasant Party).

In several regions, the percentage of women elected 

was higher than the percentage of women fielded as 

candidates by political parties. In regions where the 

(post-communist) SLD amassed more votes, more 

women were elected. In the 1990s, there was a sig-

nificant increase in the number of women and men 

who voted for men and women, as opposed to voting 

only for men. In 2001, 46 percent of men, in com-

parison with 31 percent of women, voted exclusively 

for men. But 39 percent of men and 55 percent of 

women voted for men and women.11

Women’s representation at
the local level
In the 1990s, women continued to be under-repre-

sented in local government bodies.12 The number 

increased slightly from 11 percent in 1990, to 13.2 

percent in 1994, to 15.7 percent in 1998. In com-

parison, in 1989, 22 percent of the members of local 

councils were women. Consequently, the there was a 

reduction of the number of women in elective bodies 

at the beginning of the 1990s at both the national 

and local level.13

It is a truism to say that the number of women 

selected is directly related to the number of women 

placed on candidate lists, the places that they occupy, 

and the political advantages of their opposing can-

Table1: Women Candidates and Deputies, Lower Chamber of Parliament (Sejm), 2001
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didates. Yet an examination of lists of candidates and 

those elected revealed that at the highest, voivodship 

level (16 administrative regions in Poland), there were 

relatively more women candidates; women were least 

represented in the Poviat Sejms (intermediate level) 

and in communes with no more than 20,000 inhab-

itants. The pyramid pattern emerged, however, as a 

result of the elections. Most women are to be found 

in commune councils; women are least represented in 

the Voivodship Sejms (see Table 2). Like before, the 

district councils (commune councils before the re-

form) in Warsaw have proved to be an exception: the 

number of women candidates and elected women is 

definitely higher (more than 30 percent).

A comparison of the lists of candidates and the lists 

of elected persons also underlined how important it 

is to hold a high position on the list. Women made 

up 24 percent of all candidates occupying the first 

and second spots on the list; the number of women 

in third place was slightly higher (26.2 percent). Most 

women occupied first position in communes with 

20,000 or less inhabitants (24.8 percent). Warsaw was 

an exception, with as many as 29.9 percent of women 

candidates occupying the first position on the lists.

Over time, the behaviour of the electorate has 

changed. Being a male candidate in an election is less 

advantageous than it was in the years immediately 

following the political transformation. The number 

of men and women who vote for both women and 

men is increasing, and the number of voting only for 

men is decreasing. Changes in this regard are more 

significant with respect to men than to women. The 

number of people voting for men and women in-

creased between 1994 and 2002 by around 20 per-

cent (in the case of men) and by more than ten per-

cent (in the case of women). Less than one percent 

of the electorate voted only for women in 2002, just 

like in previous local government elections.

Such shifts in electoral behaviour are consistent 

with a change in attitude towards the presence of 
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% of women 
among 
councillors

Number of 
candidates

Commune councils 232,753

Poviat councils 57,357

Voivodship Seyms 9,920

Number of wom-
en candidates

% of women 
among candi-
dates

Commune administrators, 
mayors, city mayors

10,371

Number 
of women 
councillors

Number 
of council-
lors

60,151

13,716

2,795

1,083

25.84

23.91

28.18

10.44

39,978

6,294

561

1,273

7,233

1,003

81

168

18.09

15.94

14.44

13.20

Table 2: Candidates and Women Elected in the Local Government Election of 2002

women in politics, as well as, more broadly, in public 

life.14 When analyzing changes in the behaviour of 

the electorate, we also have to remember that the ‘of-

fer’ has changed as well. In earlier elections, a specific 

party used not to include women on its lists much 

more frequently. As a result, the electorate was una-

ble to vote for women, only being able to choose bet-

ween men representing parties or local committees.

The electorates of the individual parties differ vi-

sibly in this regard. In some cases the behaviour of 

men and women is similar (vis-à-vis the SLD–UP 

and the PiS, for example) and in others it is noticea-

bly different (vis-à-vis the LPR, the PO and the local 

committees, for instance).

As for the LPR electorate, most men voted for wo-

men and men; many more men than women opted 

to do so. A significant number of women and a very 

small number of men only supported men during the 

election. Like in the previous local government elec-

tion 1998, in the case of local committees, the large 

number of women (compared to other electorates) 

voted for men and women. As for the PSL electorate, 

like before, a significant number of men voted only 

for men. The number of women who voted only for 

men was much lower.

Social class (based on the combined level of edu-

cation and income) is a better variable with which 

to assess the behaviour of voters than education or 

income (analyzed separately). This indicator shows 

that: (1) the higher the social class, the more often 

women and men vote for representatives of both 

genders; (2) membership of a particular social class 

has more of an influence on the voting behaviour of 

women than that of men; (3) women belonging to 

higher classes (A and B) vote much more often for 

women and men than women belonging to classes C, 

D and E; (4) men belonging to class A (that is, those 

with the highest level of education and income) are 

more eager than other men to support women (vo-

ting for both men and women); and (5) women and 
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men belonging to classes A and B differ significantly, 

however, with regard to the level of support that they 

extend to women and men during an election—men 

are much less willing to vote for women. 

These results show that the pattern of electoral be-

haviour and the attitudes of voters observed during 

previous elections (in the 1990s) has been changing. 

More Women Candidates?
Just like research carried out after the 2001 parliamen-

tary election, analyses conducted following the local 

government election of 2002 revealed that, for most 

respondents (84 percent), the fact that some parties 

applied quotas (according to which women were to 

make up at least 30 percent of all candidates on their 

lists) was not important. For five percent of respond-

ents, this was a reason to vote for a particular party; for 

one percent it was a reason not to vote for it.15

According to 23 percent of men and 38 percent of 

women, there were not enough women candidates. 

According to 71 percent of men and 58 percent of 

women, there were enough women. And according 

to four percent of men and one percent of women, 

there were too many women.

Those who said that there were not enough wo-

men were people with a university education, lower 

income respondents, who disagree with the opinion 

that ‘men are better suited to politics than women’, 

and those who have been in favour of Poland’s acces-

sion to the European Union.

Differences between men and women vis-à-vis the 

number of women candidates are similar in all age 

brackets (except for persons between 30 and 39 ye-

ars).

In social class A, differences in opinion between 

women and men were shocking. This showed once 

again that male decision-makers are not enthusiastic 

supporters of increasing the number of women in 

politics, at the local level, or the national level.

Conclusion
Women want to enter the world of politics and they 

are increasingly encouraged to run, although support 

for them is not evenly distributed among members 

of Polish society. Some voters believe that women are 

better suited than men to solving problems in many 

spheres of life; in other areas, though, they do not be-

lieve that there is much of a difference. The greatest 

problem is still the unwillingness of parties to include 

women on their lists of candidates. It is worth noting 

that, whenever we deal with less petrified structures, 

that is, the local ad hoc committees and not parties, 

there are more women among the candidates.  There-

fore, it seems quite reasonable to demand the intro-

duction of legal regulations, without which it seems 

impossible to increase significantly the number of 

women decision-makers—as evidenced by the experi-

ences of other countries.

The introduction of a quota-based system by the 

SLD–UP and the Freedom Union during the local 

government election of 2002 did not bring about si-

milar results to the parliamentary election in 2001. 

This undoubtedly shows that, in the case of local 

government elections, other mechanisms play a part 

and that objectives are different—such an election 

is about solving everyday problems. There are very 

specific influences and very concrete forms of power 

which can be executed in local communities. More-

over, the women’s lobby may have had more impact 

at the national level than in the numerous constitu-

encies, where its presence may have been very weak 

or even non-existent.
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