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 Summary 
In accordance with the Commission on the Status of Women’s multi-year programme 
of work for 2002-2006, this report analyzes the enabling environment for achieving 
gender equality and the advancement of women, and presents challenges and 
opportunities for enhancing women’s participation, including in the areas of 
education, health and work.  The report concludes with recommendations for 
consideration by the Commission. 
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I.  Introduction 

 

1. In accordance with its multi-year programme of work for 2002-2006,i at its 

fiftieth session the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) will review the 

thematic issue of “Enhanced participation of women in development: An enabling 

environment for achieving gender equality and the advancement of women, taking 

into account, inter alia, the fields of education, health and work.”  

 

2. In order to contribute to a further understanding of this issue and to assist the 

Commission in its deliberations, the United Nations Division for the Advancement 

of Women (DAW), in collaboration with the Economic and Social Commission for 

Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), organized an Expert Group Meeting on the same 

theme, in Bangkok, Thailand, from 8 to 11 November 2005.  The outcome of the 

meetingii has provided input for the present report. 

 

3. The report provides an overview of challenges, opportunities and promising 

strategies for enhancing an enabling environment for gender equality and the 

advancement of women, with illustrative examples from the areas of education, 

health and work.  The report concludes with recommendations for consideration by 

the Commission. 

 

 

 



II.   Women’s participation in development  

 

4. In the Beijing Declaration adopted by the Fourth World Conference on 

Women in 1995, Member States expressed their conviction that women´s 

empowerment and their full participation on the basis of equality in all spheres of 

society, including in the decision-making process and access to power, are 

fundamental for the achievement of equality, development and peace. iii   The 

Declaration also stressed that it is essential to design, implement and monitor, with 

the full participation of women, effective, efficient and mutually reinforcing 

gender-sensitive policies and programmes, including development policies and 

programmes at all levels.iv The Beijing Platform for Action noted that the full and 

equal participation of women in political, civil, economic, social and cultural life at 

the national, regional and international levels are priority objectives of the 

international community.v  In the Political Declaration adopted at the twenty-third 

special session of the General Assembly in 2000, Member States pledged to 

undertake further action to ensure the full and accelerated implementation of the 

Platform for Action, inter alia through promoting full participation and 

empowerment of women.vi   

 

5. The Declaration adopted by the Commission on the Status of Women, during 

the ten-year review and appraisal at its forty-ninth session in 2005, welcomed the 

progress made thus far towards achieving gender equality, stressed that challenges 

and obstacles remained and pledged to undertake further action to ensure full and 



accelerated implementation. vii   The 2005 World Summit reaffirmed that gender 

equality and the promotion and protection of the full enjoyment of all human rights 

and fundamental freedoms for all are essential to advance development and peace 

and security.viii 

 

6. The preamble of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) stressed that the full and complete 

development of a country, the welfare of the world and the cause of peace require 

the maximum participation of women on equal terms with men in all fields.  Article 

7 requires States parties to ensure that women have the right to participate in 

political and public life, including in elections, government policy formulation and 

in non-governmental organizations.  The provisions of Articles 10, 11 and 12 of the 

Convention stipulate the legal commitments of States parties to take all appropriate 

measures to eliminate discrimination against women and ensure equal access and 

equal rights in education, employment and health.   

 

7. In its examination of States parties' reports, the Committee for the 

Elimination of Discrimination against Women has noted that where there is full and 

equal participation of women in public life and decision-making, compliance with 

the Convention improves.  The Committee has stressed the importance of a 

comprehensive approach to ensuring the implementation of CEDAW provisions, 

including through women’s active participation in the areas of education, health and 

work.  For example, the Committee recommended that Governments should involve 



women in the planning, implementation and monitoring of health policies and 

programmes and in the provision of health services to women.ix     

 

8. The Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality 

highlighted three critical dimensions of empowerment that affect women’s 

enhanced participation in development: (a) equal capabilities, for example, as 

measured by education and health; (b) equal access to opportunities and resources, 

for example, to employment, economic resources, land, and infrastructure; and (c) 

agency, for example, women’s ability to claim their rights, participate in decision-

making processes, for example in political institutions, and exercise leadership.x   

Development in all three areas is required to ensure that women can be fully 

involved in, influence and benefit from development processes. 

 

9. The nature and extent of women’s participation in development, and the 

conditions under which such participation takes place, have been key concerns for 

Governments, the United Nations and other international and regional bodies, and the 

women’s movement over the past decade.  The Expert Group Meeting noted, however, 

that approaches to ensuring women’s participation have often concentrated on increasing 

women’s representation and have overlooked structural constraints, such as unequal 

gender relations, that limit women’s potential to influence decisions and bring about 

change.   

 



10. The Platform for Action made recommendations for enhancing women’s 

participation in development through specific interventions on education, health 

and employment.  These three areas are also key development priorities in the 

framework of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), with its focus on 

eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, achieving universal primary education, 

promoting gender equality and empowerment of women, reducing child mortality,  

improving maternal health, combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, 

ensuring environmental sustainability and developing a global partnership for 

development.  While a specific MDG on promoting gender equality and 

empowerment of women is a significant achievement, enhancing women’s 

participation in development requires that gender perspectives are fully 

incorporated into the implementation of all MDGs. 

 

11.  The 2005 World Summit resolved, inter alia, to eliminate gender 

inequalities in primary and secondary education by the earliest possible date and at 

all educational levels by 2015; ensure equal access to reproductive health; promote 

women’s equal access to labour markets, sustainable employment and adequate 

labour protection; and ensure equal access of women to productive assets and 

resources, including land, credit and technology.   

 

12. Improved access to education and health services, and opportunities for 

work outside the household, are critical conditions for women’s full participation in 

development. Post-primary education has strong positive effects on the health 



status of women and girls, including in relation to fertility and mortality. xi  

Education and health are a necessary prerequisite for women’s integration in the 

labour market.  The higher the level of education attained, the more likely women  

are to have access to formal and better paid employment, and the potential to make 

autonomous economic choices.xii  Conversely, increased economic empowerment 

through work is an entry point for access to further education and training, and 

higher-quality health services for women and their children.  Education and health 

are also important sectors of employment for women.  

 

13. The interlinkages between education, health and work can also result in 

multiple discrimination and inequalities.  For example, lack of education and 

income continue to constrain women’s ability to seek health care.  HIV/AIDS 

increases the work burdens of women and girls, who provide up to 90 percent of 

home-based HIV/AIDS care worldwide.  It also affects girls’ school attendance, 

leading to a higher level of drop-outs, and has decimated the female labour force in 

sub-Saharan Africa, including in the public sector.xiii   At the same time, access to 

education does not automatically translate into decent work and well-paid 

employment, if gender discrimination in the workplace through occupational 

segregation or unequal pay for work of equal value persists.  Women’s economic 

empowerment does not necessarily lead to enhanced decision-making in households 

and local communities.  With unchanged divisions of roles and responsibilities 

within households, increased levels of paid employment for women may lead to 

double workloads.  



 

 

II.   Core elements of an enabling environment 

 

14. The Platform for Action specifically noted the need for an enabling environment 

in relation to the implementation of several critical areas of concern, including women 

and poverty, women and the economy, and the girl child, as well as in relation to 

institutional mechanisms and the mobilization of resources.xiv  The strategic objectives 

and specific actions under all twelve critical areas of concern contribute to building an 

enabling environment for gender equality and the advancement of women. The Political 

Declaration of the twenty-third special session explicitly reaffirmed Member States’ 

commitment to strengthening and safeguarding a national and international enabling 

environment, and to this end pledged to undertake further action to ensure full and 

accelerated implementation, inter alia, through the promotion and protection of all 

human rights and fundamental freedoms, mainstreaming a gender perspective into all 

policies and programmes and promoting full participation and empowerment of women 

and enhanced international cooperation.xv   

 

15. An enabling environment would create the conditions necessary to eliminate 

inequality and discrimination against women and increase their access to decision-

making and control over resources such as land and economic assets, including through 

fully recognizing their contributions to public and political life, and as actors in the 

economy. It would include, inter alia, the development of policies and mechanisms with 



time-bound and measurable targets for implementation; legal and regulatory frameworks; 

gender-sensitive institutional frameworks; allocation of resources; and promotion of 

socio-cultural change processes. 

 

16. The elements and dynamics of an enabling environment are context-specific. 

They are also influenced by factors such as, inter alia, the international political situation, 

including peace and security issues; the global and regional economic environment; the 

development of new technologies, for example, information and communication 

technologies; and environmental issues, such as natural disasters. Interventions are 

required at many different levels by a variety of actors.  Change may be visible only over 

time; for example, the results of actions by Governments at national level through the 

adoption of policies, legal and regulatory frameworks may not be immediately felt at 

community and household levels and by individual women in their day-to-day lives. 

Explicit and sustained efforts are required to ensure full implementation of such 

frameworks. Mobilization for change in the enabling environment can also come from 

below, as evidenced in the dynamic role played by women’s groups and networks at local 

level over the past decade. 

 

17. The outcome of the twenty-third special session noted that reforms are essential to 

ensure women’s equal access to institutions and organizations, and that institutional and 

conceptual changes are a strategic and important aspect of creating an enabling 

environment.xvi  The primary importance of both formal and informal institutions in the 

creation of an enabling environment for gender equality and the advancement of women 



has also been highlighted in research on gender and development.xvii Formal institutional 

frameworks may comprise, for example, organizations and legislation, and informal 

institutions include socio-cultural practices and value systems that govern relationships 

between individuals and groups.  Formal and informal institutions define rights, control 

resource allocations, and assign roles and responsibilities to women and men in society.  

Such institutions can create, reflect and reproduce imbalances of power. Customary 

practices, for example in relation to marriage and inheritance, and stereotypical attitudes 

and discriminatory behaviour may limit women’s choices and opportunities in 

employment, education and training, and access to health services.   

 

18. Health and education systems are core social institutions, which can 

contribute to an enabling environment through the delivery of indispensable public 

services, provided they function in a non-discriminatory manner.  However, the 

access of many women and girls to health and education continues to be 

constrained, including by lack of security and risk of violence.  As a result, they are 

unable to fully enjoy the benefits provided through these systems, which 

contributes directly to their experience of poverty.xviii   

 

 

IV.   Challenges to the creation of an enabling environment 

 

19. The uneven progress in implementing the international commitments on 

gender equality and empowerment of women, and the large gap that remains 



between policy and practice, xix  highlight the importance of a more coherent, 

integrated approach to ensuring an enabling environment.   

 

20. The ten-year review and appraisal of implementation of the Platform for 

Action and the outcome of the twenty-third special session of the General 

Assembly revealed that Member States have taken positive steps to develop 

policies, adopt and review legislation and initiate programmes on gender equality 

and empowerment of women over the past decade.  A number of factors at national 

level have, however, limited the effectiveness of these positive efforts, including a 

lack of coherence between overall national development policies and gender 

equality policies and strategies; continued under-representation of women in 

decision-making; insufficient protection and promotion of women’s human rights; 

the persistence of discriminatory socio-cultural practices and attitudes; and  

violence against women.  Other factors, such as globalization and armed conflict 

have also created challenges to the achievement of an enabling environment for 

gender equality and empowerment of women, including in relation to education, 

health and employment. 

 

21. Further challenges to the implementation of commitments to gender equality 

are related to institutional processes within organizations, such as a lack of political 

will and allocation of resources, lack of effective monitoring and accountability 

mechanisms, and insufficient partnerships and coordination. 

 



22. A major challenge for the creation of an enabling environment is the lack of 

integration of policies and mechanisms for the promotion of gender equality and 

the empowerment of women into national development policy frameworks and 

programmes. Many excellent policies and mechanisms developed to specifically 

promote and protect women’s human rights and facilitate gender mainstreaming in 

all sectors remain marginalized and have limited impact.  As a result, gender 

perspectives are not systematically taken into account in critical policies and 

strategies, such as national poverty reduction strategies, including Poverty 

Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs), and national MDG strategies.  

 

23. Gender analysis is not used systematically and effectively in planning 

processes, as called for in the Platform for Action. The Expert Group Meeting  

noted that policies and programmes, as well as development cooperation 

interventions, may have limited or even adverse effects if they are not based on 

gender analysis and take into account gender inequalities in capabilities, access to 

assets and opportunities, and agency and decision-making power.xx  For example, in 

areas where girls make a major contribution to agricultural work, agricultural 

intensification policies which are not based on gender analysis may counteract 

policies on universal primary education and have a negative impact on access of 

girls to education.   

 

24. Inadequate monitoring and accountability mechanisms for gender 

mainstreaming are persistent institutional obstacles to enhancing the enabling 



environment for women’s participation. More reliable, relevant and timely sex-

disaggregated data and qualitative information are required for gender analysis of 

impacts and the identification of areas needing improvement. Indicators are needed 

to track changes in norms, values and attitudes over time.xxi     

 

25. Despite a general trend towards democratization worldwide since 1995, and  

recognition of the fundamental right of women and men to participate in political 

and public life, the ten-year review and appraisal of implementation of the Beijing 

Declaration and Platform for Action revealed that the gap between de jure and de 

facto equality in decision-making remains wide.  This constitutes a critical 

challenge to the enabling environment. Although, according to the latest data 

compiled by IPUxxii, women’s participation in parliaments is now the highest it has 

ever been (16 per cent across all parliaments), progress in the representation of 

women in political decision-making has been slow and uneven.  Only 14 countries 

have at least 30 percent representation of women in parliament, which had been 

established as a target for 1995.xxiii  

 

26. Women’s presence in decision-making bodies does not automatically ensure 

attention to gender equality in political processes. An increase in the numerical 

representation of women has to be complemented with increased opportunities to 

influence decision-making and outcomes. The accountability of all political actors, 

men as well as women, to commitments on gender equality and empowerment of 

women is critical for ensuring gender-sensitive policy outcomes.  



 

27. Lack of sex-disaggregated data on women’s participation in decision-making 

in other areas, such as the economy, academia, the judiciary and the media, hinders 

systematic monitoring of progress.xxiv Improved data is also needed on the access of 

women to management positions in the areas of health, education and employment 

in both the public and private sectors.  

 

28. Lack of, or limited enjoyment by women of their human rights and 

fundamental freedoms constitutes an impediment to the creation of an enabling 

environment for gender equality and empowerment of women.  Despite almost 

universal ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women requiring States to ensure the practical realization of 

the principle of equality of women and men, discrimination against women in law 

and practice persists.xxv  Furthermore, States have not yet fully taken into account 

their obligations under international human rights instruments in national 

development processes, including in efforts to achieve the Millennium 

Development Goals.  The Millennium Project Task Force on Child Health and 

Maternal Health, for example, has noted that key human rights principles would 

need to be applied within the area of health to ensure due attention to entitlements, 

accountability, claims, participation and voice.xxvi 

 

29. As noted in the report of the Secretary-General on the ten-year review and 

appraisal of the implementation of the Platform for Action, attitudes to gender 



equality and empowerment of women have not changed as rapidly as policies and 

legal and institutional frameworks.xxvii  Stereotypical attitudes and discriminatory 

practices remain persistent challenges and continue to undermine important gains, 

including in the fields of education, health and work.  In many parts of the world, 

such attitudes and practices restrict women’s and girls’ mobility, property rights, 

participation in decision-making, and access to economic and other livelihood 

opportunities.   

 

30. Unequal sharing of family responsibilities between women and men, for 

example, hinder women’s and girls’ ability to take advantage of primary, secondary 

and higher education and further education and training.xxviii  In some countries, 

early marriage and other customary practices perpetuate gender disparities in 

school enrolment and completion. Traditional harmful practices hinder women’s 

and girls’ equitable access to comprehensive and affordable quality primary health 

care services, in particular reproductive health services.  Obstacles, such as 

inadequate family planning service provision, lack of responsiveness of service 

providers, and lack of education and information, further hinder women’s full 

access to health benefits. The lack of involvement of men and boys is an additional 

constraining factor.  HIV/AIDS prevention efforts, for example, should take men’s 

roles more fully into account in order to strengthen the ability of women and 

adolescent girls to negotiate consensual and safe sex.    

 



31. Violence against women, which is a fundamental violation of women's 

human rights, remains pervasive in all parts of the world.  Women experience 

violence throughout their life cycle, in both private and public spheres, and in many 

different forms and manifestations that range from domestic violence and 

harassment in schools to rape and sexual slavery in armed conflict.xxix    Such forms 

of violence also impact negatively on women’s and girls’ enjoyment of human 

rights, including in the areas of health, work and education, and contribute to 

women's lower levels of education, skills and work opportunities. xxx   Violence 

against women constitutes a major impediment to women's and girls' ability to 

make use of their capabilities, limiting their participation and agency in 

development, including in the achievement of the Millennium Development 

Goals. xxxi  It is therefore important to specifically address the linkages between 

violence against women and gender equality in the areas of education, health and 

work.     

 

32.    The links between violence, or fear of violence, and girls’ and women’s 

education should lead to more concerted and systematic preventive and remedial 

action.  Parents cite violence, or fear of violence including sexual harassment by 

teachers, as key obstacles to sending girls to school. Similarly, violence in the home 

impacts negatively on the performance of girls in school as well as on women’s 

educational achievements.   

 



33. Violence against women is significantly correlated with a wide range of poor 

health outcomes. In addition to injury and fatality, these include manifestations of 

physical and mental illness and distress, pain, infection with the HIV virus and 

other sexually transmitted diseases. Violence against women also contributes to the 

overall burden of ill-health and lack of well-being through its impact on women’s 

physical and mental health, including sexual and reproductive health, as well as its 

impact on victims’ families. The health sector, including all providers of health-

related services, plays a critical role in the response to such violence, especially in 

identifying and providing assistance to victims of abuse.xxxii 

 

34. Estimates of the costs of violence against women include, beyond the 

personal loss of income to women, the broader economic effects of absenteeism, 

decreased labour-market participation and decreased productivity.  

 

35. The Expert Group Meeting noted that globalization had presented a 

significant challenge to the creation of an enabling environment for gender equality 

and the advancement of women.  Economic liberalization has had uneven impacts 

on women’s participation in development processes.xxxiii  Benefits to women have 

included greater access to employment opportunities and access to information and 

communication technologies (ICT).  However, decreased social protection and 

basic services in some areas has increased gender inequalities.xxxiv  

 



36. While many countries have made progress in improving access to education 

and health services for women and girls, the restriction of public expenditures in 

social sectors and increasing privatization of education and health services, has in 

other cases increased the poverty of women and girls and hindered their integration 

in development processes.xxxv  Market-oriented service provision and focus on cost 

effectiveness may limit choices, lead to lower quality of infrastructure and services 

and reduce poor women’s access to services.  Many low-income women with no 

health insurance, including those working in the informal sector, cannot afford 

privatized and costly health systems.xxxvi   

  

37. In some countries global restructuring processes, trade liberalization and 

foreign direct investment have generated a broad range of labour arrangements and 

increased women’s participation in the economy, inter alia through part-time and 

temporary work, and self-employment.  Such employment tends, however, to be 

insecure and characterized by a lack of social protection, especially for women 

migrant workers. xxxvii  While information and communication technologies (ICT) 

have created new types of work that may potentially benefit women, such as 

outsourcing and home-based work, there is still a wide gap between women and 

men in access to and usage of ICT in many countries.  

 

38. Globally, women are overrepresented in employment that is part-time and 

there are persistent wage gaps between women and men.xxxviii  Both vertical and 

horizontal occupational sex segregation exist in all parts of the world, inter alia, as 



a result of gender inequality in education, training and recruitment, as well as 

socio-cultural attitudes and practices. There are continuing inequalities in access to 

decision-making in the economy.xxxix  Increasing numbers of women work under 

precarious conditions in the informal, unregulated economy with limited or no 

protection of their health and safety.  The unequal sharing of responsibilities 

between women and men in the household and care economy persists and creates 

additional work burdens for women.  

 

39. The enabling environment for gender equality and empowerment of women 

is seriously constrained in countries experiencing or emerging from armed conflict. 

Over the past decade the negative impact of armed conflict on women and girls has 

been extensively documented.xl  Women and girls have become prime targets of 

armed conflict and have suffered its impact disproportionately, particularly sexual 

violence.  Women also suffer serious threats to their health as a result of scarcity of 

food supplies and economic resources, lack of access to land, and disruption of 

traditional support systems. Education and health infrastructures may be damaged 

or destroyed; access to education and health services is restricted for security 

reasons, such as increased violence against women; and female school enrolment 

may decrease due to the increased responsibilities of women and girls for food 

security.  Rates of HIV/AIDS infection increase, inter alia, due to increased sexual 

assault.  

 

 



V.   Opportunities and promising strategies 

 

40. In the Declaration adopted by the Commission on the Status of Women at its 

forty-ninth session, Member States pledged further action to ensure the full and 

accelerated implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action.  Measures for 

enhanced education, health and work for women were among the strategic priorities 

for gender equality and empowerment of women identified by the 2005 World 

Summit. xli  The ten-year review and appraisal identified a number of critical 

opportunities and promising strategies to enhance women’s participation in 

development.   

 

41. The 2005 World Summit recognized the importance of gender 

mainstreaming as a tool for achieving gender equality and Member States 

undertook to actively promote the mainstreaming of a gender perspective in the 

design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in 

all political, economic and social spheres.   Over the past decade, many countries 

have further refined their policies on gender mainstreaming and provided specific 

guidance on implementation in different sector areas, including in health, education 

and employment. Action plans with time-bound, measureable benchmarks and 

targets have been developed to facilitate increased implementation of gender 

mainstreaming. In some countries, use of gender analysis has been made mandatory 

in planning and review processes and regular reporting on progress is required. 

 



42. There is, however, recognition that efforts and resources for gender 

mainstreaming have to be significantly enhanced. There is a need to increase  

understanding of the mainstreaming strategy and ways to ensure systematic and 

effective implementation.  Capacity for gender mainstreaming must be considered 

as required competence at all levels within organizations.  There has been 

considerable development of methodologies and tools, including for capacity-

building, to support the incorporation of gender perspectives in policies, strategies 

and programmes in a range of sectors. Greater efforts should be made to ensure 

more systematic and effective use of existing approaches, methodologies and tools 

and enhanced sharing of lessons learned and good practices.xlii    

 

43. Efforts to implement gender mainstreaming have mainly been at the 

programme level. There is a need for a stronger focus on gender mainstreaming in 

policy formulation. More explicit leadership on gender mainstreaming could ensure 

that  policy and programme development in all sectors is systematically based on 

gender analysis.  The Expert Group Meeting noted that where information obtained 

through gender analysis is used effectively and systematically it can lead to 

tangible results at both policy and programme levels.  For example, a UNDP review 

of national MDG reports found that all reports that identified the factors leading to 

inequalities in girls’ primary education also included explicit commitments to 

reducing the gender gap.xliii   

 



44. Innovations on gender mainstreaming in budget processes should be more 

broadly disseminated.  Over the past decade there has been an increased awareness 

of the importance of resource allocations at different levels for the promotion of 

gender equality and empowerment of women. Many countries have undertaken 

initiatives to mainstream gender perspectives in budget processes in different 

sectors and a variety of tools and methodologies have been developed to support 

this work. Such initiatives aim to ensure that policy commitments on gender 

equality are aligned with resource allocations.  Gender-responsive budget initiatives 

have, for example, pointed out the need to redirect spending within the education 

system to meet the needs of women xliv  and have led to increased resource 

allocations to reproductive health. xlv  Budget initiatives have also resulted in 

increased employment opportunities for women in infrastructure projects.xlvi   

 

45. Gender-sensitive budgets can increase resources for scaling-up innovative 

and successful small-scale projects and investing in infrastructure in critical areas 

for women,xlvii such as schools, health clinics, roads, water and sanitation. More 

equitable access to credit is also critical for women’s economic empowerment. 

Women farmers receive only a minor share of formal agricultural credit even in 

regions where they constitute the majority of producers, for example in sub-

Saharan Africa and Asia.xlviii While specific credit programmes for women have 

been important for enhancing women’s entrepreneurship, greater efforts are needed 

to ensure women’s access to mainstream credit programmes. 

 



 

46. Improving the participation of women in decision-making was one of the 

priorities endorsed by the 2005 World Summit.  Women’s representation in 

parliament is also an indicator for achieving Millennium Development Goal 3 on 

the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of women.  In many 

countries, positive action measures, such as quotas for women in elections, have 

resulted in increases in women’s participation and these good practice examples 

should be disseminated and replicated.  In a number of countries there has also 

been a significant increase in participation at local government levels over the past 

decade.  Studies have shown that women’s representation in local decision-making 

bodies has increased attention to schools, healthcare, housing and infrastructure.xlix 

 

47. A further encouraging development is that a number of post-conflict 

countries appear in the top 30 countries with regard to women’s participation in 

legislative bodies, averaging between 25 and 30 percent of women legislators. l 

Many of these countries have recognized the importance of including women in 

their reconstruction processes and of their active participation in new democratic 

institutions. In Rwanda women now hold almost 50 percent of seats in the national 

parliament, currently the highest percentage of women in parliament in the world.li 

Concerted efforts have to be made to ensure an enabling environment for women’s 

effective participation and positive impact on policy outcomes. 

 



48. One important strategy for enhancing the enabling environment for gender 

equality would be to more directly and explicitly link the legal and policy 

frameworks for promoting gender equality.  Greater advantage should be taken of 

the synergies between the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women on the one hand, and the Platform for Action, the 

outcome of the twenty-third special session and the Millennium Declaration, on the 

other.  The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has 

emphasized that the full and effective implementation of the Convention is 

indispensable for achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  

Strategies for achieving the MDGs should therefore be based on States’ obligations 

under the Convention, and should also specifically respond to the concluding 

comments of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women.  

Similarly, implementation of the commitments undertaken by Member States under 

the critical areas of concern of the Platform for Action can directly support the 

achievement of the MDGs at national level.   

 

49. Law reform efforts to eliminate discriminatory laws and to revise laws 

which have a discriminatory impact, also contribute to enhancing an enabling 

environment for gender equality and empowerment of women.  Use of temporary 

special measures, in accordance with article 4, paragraph 1, of the Convention and 

the Committee’s general recommendation 25, can accelerate implementation of the 

Convention and the achievement of substantive gender equality.  Institutional 

support and capacity-building measures, for example training of the judiciary on 



national level implementation, as well as increasing means of redress, including 

through ratification of the Optional Protocol to the Convention, should be pursued 

as priority strategies.     

 

50. Discriminatory socio-cultural norms and practices and stereotypical roles of 

women and men need to be addressed as a matter of priority to create an enabling 

environment.  Alliances with the media and other opinion-makers have proven 

successful in facilitating change in societal attitudes towards women and promoting 

positive images of equality between men and women.  Media campaigns have 

stressed, for example, the importance of education for girls and the elimination of 

domestic violence.lii  Working with community leaders is an important strategy for 

redressing gender power imbalances and entrenched ideas of women’s roles, 

including through sensitization on the importance of women’s participation in 

decision making at community and household levels.   

 

51. The involvement of men and boys as partners for gender equality is critical 

for women’s enhanced participation in development. The principle of equality 

between women and men and girls and boys should be integral to socialization 

processes. Shared responsibility of women and men for families should be actively 

promoted to ensure women’s improved access to education and employment 

opportunities.  Further innovative measures are needed to increase men’s 

involvement in promoting gender equality in the workplace, including in decision-

making; to strengthen reproductive health programmes that strive for safe and 



consensual sexual relations and promote equal responsibility for the prevention of 

HIV/AIDS liii ; and to enhance the involvement of men and boys in combating 

violence against women and girls. 

 

52. Education and training programmes and critical reviews of school curricula, 

textbooks and other information and communication materials are important means 

of challenging stereotypes or rigid models of masculinity and femininity and to 

providing alternatives to male identities and relationships. Public information 

campaigns that have targeted young men and boys and, for example, underlined the 

need for men and boys to share household and family responsibilities, have also 

presented important opportunities. Resources for gender equality initiatives 

targeting men and boys must, however, not compromise equal opportunities and 

resources for women and girls.  

 

53. A significant development noted in the ten-year review and appraisal of 

implementation of the Platform for Action, was the increased diversity in the 

mechanisms established at national level to promote and monitor attention to 

gender equality and empowerment of women, including – in addition to traditional 

national machineries such as women’s ministries - gender equality commissions, 

ombudspersons offices and parliamentary networks and caucuses. A significant 

number of countries have established gender units or gender focal points in line 

ministries and other bodies to promote and monitor gender mainstreaming in a wide 

range of areas, such as agriculture, education, health, human rights, finance, 



security, justice and trade. There has also been an increase in the number of offices 

and focal points established at municipal, district and provincial level to address 

gender equality issues. 

 

54.  In many countries, national machineries have played a key role in 

promoting and facilitating legal reforms, development of monitoring mechanisms, 

data collection and indicator development, capacity-building, and public awareness 

campaigns on gender equality and empowerment of women.  They have established 

alliances with strategic partners, such as women’s groups and networks and the 

private sector.  The contribution of national machineries to the creation of an 

enabling environment could, however, be significantly enhanced.  National 

machineries must be fully integrated into policy-making at all levels of 

government. In some countries, national machineries would require increased 

resources, authority and capacity to be able to systematically promote and support 

gender mainstreaming and initiate effective measures for the empowerment of 

women and girls. Increasing access to and capacity to utilize ICT systematically 

and effectively would be a strategic opportunity for enhancing the impact of 

national machineries. 

 

55. The role of civil society has been critical in the creation of an enabling 

environment over the past decade.  Women’s groups and networks have played a 

very strategic role in moving the global agenda on gender equality and 

advancement of women forward and strengthening implementation at national level.  



A great deal of the sustained attention and achievements at national level has been 

due to their advocacy and monitoring efforts. Women’s organizations have 

contributed to increasing the recognition of the importance of gender equality for 

development in a wide range of areas, for example in financing for development, 

infrastructure, and HIV/AIDS. They have increased attention to violence against 

women and girls worldwide through major public awareness initiatives and 

campaigned for women’s rights in the field of education, health and employment.     

 

56. Many Members States have recognized the critical role of NGOs in 

awareness-raising, advocacy, monitoring and, in some contexts, programme 

delivery. The increasing partnerships between Governments and civil society on the 

promotion of gender equality and women’s empowerment is a positive development.  

 

57. Innovative partnerships are also needed between national mechanisms for 

gender equality, other government bodies – including national statistical offices, the 

women’s movement, the private sector, and regional and international 

organizations. National machineries and women’s organizations have, for example, 

worked together to ensure that national Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) 

pay increased attention to improving women’s health and education.liv Increased 

interaction between women’s organizations and other civil society actors, such as 

social movements and environmental groups, can strengthen women's voices, 

provide access to new resources, and lead to strategic alliances in advocating for 

policy change. Enhanced partnerships with academic institutions would also 



provide strategic opportunities, particularly since the constraints to gender-sensitive 

policy formulation and programme implementation include lack of sex-

disaggregated data and gender analysis. 

 

58. The use of information and communication technologies (ICT) is an 

important resource for the empowerment of women and girls, including through 

creating new economic opportunities.  Women have, however, significantly less 

access to ICT in many countries, and occupational segregation in the ICT sector 

hinders the contribution of ICT to an enabling environment for gender equality and 

empowerment of women. New strategies must focus on enhancing women’s equal 

access and effective use of ICT for development through training and infrastructure 

provision; increasing women’s involvement in the production of content which is 

relevant for women’s needs and priorities, for example in relation to health, 

education and employment; ensuring women’s equal participation in management 

and decision-making positions in ICT policy-making and regulatory bodies; and 

combating misuse of ICT for sexual exploitation.lv 

 



 

VI.   Conclusions and recommendations 

 

59.  Enhancing the enabling environment for gender equality and 

empowerment of women requires systematic efforts to strengthen the 

capabilities of women and girls as measured by health and education status; to 

increase their access to assets and opportunities, for example through 

employment; and to enhance  their agency through representation and 

participation.  

 

60. The creation of an enabling environment is both a political and a 

technical process. Critical factors include the development of policies and 

mechanisms with time-bound and measurable targets for implementation; the 

establishment of legal and regulatory frameworks and gender-sensitive 

institutional frameworks; sufficient allocation of resources; and promotion of 

socio-cultural change processes.   

 

61. Challenges to the creation of an enabling environment which need to be 

specifically addressed include the lack of coherence between national 

development policies and gender equality policies and strategies; the gap 

between policy and implementation; the under-representation of women in 

decision-making; insufficient protection and promotion of women’s human 

rights, discriminatory socio-cultural practices and attitudes, and persistent 



violence against women.  Institutional challenges include a lack of political will 

and resources, inadequate implementation of gender mainstreaming; 

insufficient mechanisms for monitoring and accountability; and lack of 

coordination and strategic partnerships. 

 

62. Full and accelerated implementation of the Beijing Declaration and 

Platform for Action and the outcome of the twenty-third special session 

requires a comprehensive multi-sectoral approach, with emphasis on the areas 

of health, education and employment. 

 

63. The Commission on the Status of Women may wish to recommend the 

following action by Governments, international organizations, including the 

United Nations, civil society and other relevant stakeholders: 

 

(a) Incorporate gender perspectives into national development strategies for 

the implementation of internationally agreed development goals, including the 

Millennium Development Goals, through, inter alia, fully utilizing existing 

gender equality policies and strategies; 

 

(b) Integrate gender perspectives, and explicit reflection of the provisions of 

the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women, in all efforts aimed at the achievement of the Millennium 

Development Goals; 



 

(c) Increase attention to gender perspectives in all national planning and 

reporting processes and mechanisms, including Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Papers (PRSPs) and MDG reports; 

 

(d) Increase understanding of and capacity to utilize gender mainstreaming, 

including by, inter alia, requiring the use of gender analysis as the basis for all 

policy and programme development;  

 

(e) Disseminate and replicate innovations in gender mainstreaming 

approaches, such as gender-responsive budget processes and mandatory 

gender analysis in planning and review processes, in particular in the areas of 

health, education and employment;   

 

(f) Develop effective monitoring mechanisms, including through the collection, 

compilation and use of sex-disaggregated data and gender statistics, and the 

development and use of appropriate indicators, including process indicators; 

 

(g) Develop strategies to increase women’s participation in decision-making in 

all areas, including in political bodies, economic institutions, academia, and the 

media, and regularly collect and compile data to monitor progress; 

 



(h) In the implementation of the obligations under the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, utilize fully the 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action which reinforces the provisions of 

the Convention; 

 

(i) Integrate targeted measures to eliminate violence against women in all 

national development policies and strategies, in particular in the areas of 

education, health and work;  

 

(j) Take measures to ensure the elimination of gender stereotypes and 

discriminatory attitudes and practices, including in the delivery of health 

services and education programmes and in the workplace; 

 

(k) Develop strategies to increase the involvement of men and boys in 

promoting gender equality and empowerment of women, through, inter alia,  

promoting responsible sexual relations and the sharing of parental leave and 

care and household work; 

 

(l) Ensure adequate funding for gender-sensitive development policies and 

programmes and for national mechanisms for gender equality, through 

national, regional and international resource mobilization and gender-

responsive  budget processes in all sector areas; 

 



(m) Encourage enhanced coordination and collaboration between all national 

mechanisms for gender equality, including inter alia women’s ministries, 

gender equality commissions, ombudspersons and gender focal points in line 

ministries, as well as with women’s groups and networks;  

 

(n) Increase women’s equal access to and effective use of ICT through training 

and infrastructure provision; involvement in the production of content; and 

participation in management and decision-making positions in ICT regulatory 

or policymaking bodies. 

 

64. In the areas of education, health and employment, the Commission on 

the Status of Women may wish to recommend the following action by 

Governments, international organizations, including the United Nations, civil 

society and other relevant stakeholders: 

 

Education 

 

(a) Require all educational institutions to put in place policies aimed at 

preventing violence and harassment of girls and women, which include 

complaints mechanisms, and monitor the effectiveness of such policies;   

 



(b) Provide training for teachers on gender stereotypes, and work with 

communities to address the underlying causes of inequality and 

discrimination; 

 

(c) Eliminate gender bias in curricula, methodologies and teaching practice 

that perpetuate gender inequalities; 

 

(d) Develop specific curricula and materials on gender equality for both boys 

and girls at all levels of education; 

 

(e) Increase the access of girls and women to education and training on science 

and technology, including on ICT; 

 

Health 

 

(f) Incorporate gender perspectives and attention to women’s specific health 

needs and priorities, including sexual and reproductive health, in health sector 

reforms; 

 

(g) Develop a comprehensive health sector response to the various impacts of 

violence against women, which addresses amongst other challenges, the 

reluctance of many abused women to seek assistance. 

 



(h) Use the potential of the reproductive health services as entry points for 

identifying women in abusive relationships and for delivering referral and 

support services. 

 

(i) Ensure that health education addresses women’s needs and priorities  

throughout the life-cycle, including sexual and reproductive health; 

 

(j) Develop strategies to increase consultation with and involvement of women, 

including through national mechanisms for gender equality and women’s 

groups and networks, in the planning, implementation and monitoring of 

health policies and programmes, to ensure increased attention to the health 

priorities and needs of women across the life-cycle, in particular in relation to 

sexual and reproductive health; 

 

 

Work 

 

(k) Initiate or strengthen existing measures to promote work-life balance for 

both women and men; 

 

(l) Provide incentives for innovative measures at the workplace to achieve 

gender equality, for example, promoting positive action, provisions for 



parental leave for women and men, childcare facilities and gender-responsive 

pension schemes. 

 

(m) Eliminate occupational segregation and gender wage gaps, including by 

increasing opportunities for women and girls for work in non-traditional 

sectors, inter alia through technical education and vocational training; 

 

(n) Develop or strengthen strategies to enhance women’s participation in 

managerial positions and collect data on a regular basis to monitor progress; 

 

(o) Improve and diversify opportunities for women entrepreneurs, including 

through increased access to education and training, information, credit and 

ICT. 
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