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according to class, race, age or ethnicity, we 
know that political accountability to women 
is increasing when women’s engagement in 
politics results in a positive feedback loop, 
whereby the process of articulating inter-
ests and seeking representation of those 
interests in public decision-making leads to 
more gender-balanced resource allocation 
and policy implementation. 

For democratic accountability to work 
for women, they – particularly the poor-
est women, who have the least power –
must be the drivers of the accountability 
process, and the process itself must aim to 
achieve greater gender equality. A signifi -
cant political success for women in many 
parts of the world has involved recasting 
concerns once thought to pertain only to 
women – such as violence against wom-
en – as issues that affect communities as 
a whole. This means that the questions of 
who answers to women and how effectively 
abuses of women’s rights are remedied are 
seen as concerns to all.

The political accountability cycle does 
not always work as a forward progres-
sion. Movement in the reverse direction is 
possible when women’s rights are de-
nied, women’s access to public decision-
making is obstructed, and policy imple-
mentation reinforces women’s unequal 
status. Reforms aimed at strengthening 
democracy will only be successful if they 
acknowledge the challenges faced in par-
ticular by the poorest and most marginalised 
women in realising their rights and participat-
ing in all public decision-making processes. 

Mobilising around 
women’s interests 

Building political accountability to women, 
like any accountability project, begins with 

ity platform, and women voters are asserting 
themselves as a distinct constituency. Wom-
en are seeking to transform politics itself and 
to reinvigorate political accountability.

This chapter shows that increased po-
litical accountability to women comes not 
only from increasing their numbers amongst 
decision-makers, although this is neces-
sary and important. It must also be linked to 
improved democratic governance overall, 
understood as inclusive, responsive, and 
accountable management of public affairs. 

This chapter poses two questions: 
•  How have states advanced in their obliga-

tions to create an enabling environment for 
women’s political participation as voters, 
candidates, elected representatives and 
offi ce-holders?

• What factors enable women and men in 
public offi ce to change the public policy 
agenda and ensure delivery on promises 
to women? 

The structure of this chapter follows the 
cycle of political accountability (Figure 2.1), 
where stronger political participation leads 
to better representation and accountability, 
and gradually to a transformation and deep-
ening of democratic politics. 

The cycle of political 
accountability 
While the experience of women varies across 
countries, regions and political systems, and 
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