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Dear Liberal Colleagues and Friends,

I am incredibly proud to present to you the very first Liberal International Inclusivity Handbook.

Diversity and inclusivity are two of the very cornerstones of liberalism. We see people as independent 
authors of their lives, and embrace the diversity among all the members of the human family. In a world 
where populism, authoritarianism and fundamentalism threaten to undermine and dismantle our 
democratic achievements, liberals’ commitment to promoting equal opportunities for all is crucial.

The cause of women is not a feminine but a societal cause.  The world cannot evolve in a prosperous 
and sustainable way without the involvement of 50% of its population. Involving women in 
decision-making is an indicator of democracy and the only way to be in line with liberal principles of 
equality in rights and opportunities.
 
The cause of women has no borders, no religion and no nationalities; all over the world women are still 
experiencing segregation at different levels and in different ways and intensities. As a female politician 
in the MENA region, I recognise the daily challenges that my sisters in the political field face. The 
challenges do not only consist of the continuous fight to be recognised and respected as a politician in 
the same way as one’s male colleagues, they also include very real threats, such as death and rape 
threats. Even though we never have witnessed as many women in powerful political positions as we do 
today, we also know that female politicians are being threatened, persecuted and silenced every day, 
simply because they choose to speak up.

I am horrified to see that some countries are moving backwards instead of towards gender equality – 
restraining the rights of women instead of strengthening them.  But at the same time, this terrifying 
development makes me inspired and dedicated to alongside liberals from across the world continue to 
work for a more equal society. 

In order to achieve true gender equality, I sincerely believe that we need to work from the bottom up. 
That is why I am especially proud that several of Liberal International’s member organisations, such as 
the Africa Liberal Network (ALN), the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe (ALDE) and the 
International Federation of Liberal Youth (IFLRY), are arranging training academies for female 
politicians and leaders. These academies will not only give women the tools to enter the political field, 
but also to succeed as liberal role models.

As the only political international with a dedicated Human Rights Committee, Liberal International’s 
role in the political human rights field is pivotal. As the LI President, I could therefore not be more proud 
of the fact that the global liberal family – by publishing this handbook – is raising its voice and becoming 
an even stronger advocate for diversity and inclusivity.
 
Warm regards from Rabat, 

Hakima el Haité

President of Liberal International

FOREWORD



Dear Liberal Friends,

It gives me great pleasure to present to you the first of its kind Liberal International (LI) handbook 
on gender-based political party inclusivity and diversity.

Inclusivity and diversity lie at the heart of the liberal agenda. When we as liberals from across the 
globe gathered to celebrate Liberal International's 70th Anniversary two years ago and adopted the 
organisation's landmark Andorra Manifesto, one conclusion became evident: it is up to liberals and 
liberal parties to take the torch and set the agenda for political party inclusivity and diversity.

The Andorra Manifesto clearly commits liberals to embrace institutions and policies that ensure 
maximum opportunities for all people in the present and in the future: "Liberalism builds on human 
ingenuity and creativity rather than merely clinging to the received wisdom of the past. In this spirit, 
the main challenges for Liberals are to make human progress as dynamic as possible, to ensure that 
it becomes more equitable, encompassing and inclusive for everyone.” We are convinced that the 
more inclusive societies are the less fragile and more innovative they will be. 

As the only political party international with a Human Rights Committee and a specifically 
designated Human Rights Programme, Liberal International has played and continues to play an 
important role in the promotion and advancement of women's political participation and 
representation. This is why LI has a key role to play in setting specific criteria among its member 
parties when it comes to levelling the playing field for women among their ranks. The journey we 
are embarking on is for the benefit of the society as a whole, not only for women. We need the 
support of party leaders and members, young and old, men and women in this project. 

It is for this reason that as the newly appointed Chair of LI Human Rights Committee, it was a 
pleasure to see the enthusiasm and ambition in the Committee to establish Liberal International as 
the leader among the rest of the political internationals in setting a golden standard for genderbased 
political party inclusivity.  

I sincerely hope that you will join us on this journey as there has never been a more pressing time 
for change than now. Women can and should take their rightful place as leaders in the political arena 
alongside men and I am confident that this handbook can help LI's membership achieve exactly that. 

Yours, 

Astrid Thors 

LI Vice-President on the Bureau 

Chair of LI Human Rights Committee

I. INTRODUCTION
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Beyond the Numbers: Building Inclusive Political Parties for Success presents a valuable 
insight into best practices on gender-based political party inclusivity from among the 
international liberal family. 

The handbook is split into two main parts. The first part provides a thorough overview of 
Liberal International Women in Political Parties Index (LI WIPP Index): an evaluation tool for 
(liberal) political parties worldwide in the field of gender-based political party inclusivity. The 
Index is unique because it provides much more than just an assessment of the current state of 
genderbased inclusivity in a political party. It can also assist a party in identifying its strongest 
and weakest starting points which in turn allows it to address only those internal factors which 
require the most attention. 

The second part provides practical steps to achieving gender-based political party inclusivity by 
presenting guidelines based on research obtained through consultations with LI member 
parties conducted at key LI Human Rights Committee (LI HRC) workshops and best practices 
drawn from external resources such as Centerpartiet's Inclusivity Handbook and National 
Democratic Institute's Win with Women Action Plan.
 
It is important to note that the findings from both the LI membership and external experts 
concluded once more that both the external and internal environment in which a party 
operates matters when it comes to effectively including women among its ranks. 

As key obstacles, external research findings pointed to a lack of political will and capacity to 
implement change, to violence and harassment against politically active women, to an ostrich 
mentality of refusing to accept that there are any issues at hand, to a lack of understating as to 
how to attract and retain women among political parties' ranks and  to a lack of a 
comprehensive strategy towards gender-based inclusivity and diversity.
 
As key solutions the best practices collected from LI HRC workshops pointed to the following: 
setting smart objectives, introducing gender-based benchmarks, inclusivity boards and 
women's wings, enlisting the political party leadership, promoting party cultural change 
towards inclusivity and diversity and providing institutional support such as mentorship, 
training, and networking opportunities, as well as meaningful financial support for female 
candidates. 

Finally, the handbook points to important limitations to the findings not least because one size 
does not fit all and therefore political parties need to adopt an action plan which is specific to 
their circumstances (both external and internal) and needs. 

Future recommendations for action call for an Annual Inclusivity and Diversity Report based on 
aggregated anonymous data obtained via the LI WIPP Index as to allow for LI to track progress 
among its member parties and facilitate a better exchange of best practices. 

II. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Making the argument for meaningful 
inclusion of marginalized groups and 
women has historically been a sticking 
point for political parties in both the global 
north and the global south. This is because 
it marks a departure from the traditional, 
often male-dominated, power norms that 
characterize most political institutions and 
organisations. Of course, reasons for this 
do vary from country to country, but the 
situation needs to change everywhere. 

Quotas, reserved seats for female 
candidates, women's wings, and diversity 
boards within political parties' structures 
are meaningless if they do not achieve the 
end goal: giving women within the parties' 
ranks true power and influence. It is 
therefore imperative to look beyond the 
numbers and ask ourselves the ultimate 
question: how can we change society – and 
also political cultures and organisations – 
so that diverse leaders become the norm 
rather than the exception? 

While several factors influence the 
behaviour of political parties, internal 
culture remains a crucial factor in 
determining how a political party acts. It is 
therefore crucial that women permeate the 
internal political party culture to claim their 
rightful place at the decision-making table. 
At the same time, political parties can and 
do have increased electoral success when 
they become truly representative of their 
societies. 

For example, in the parliamentary elections 
in Sweden in September 2018, 60 per cent 
of Centerpartiet’s new voter base were 
women because the party ran on a feminist 
green agenda. In Malaysia, the People's 
Justice Party secured the election of its 
co-founder, Wan Azizah Wan Ismail, as the 
first female Deputy Prime Minister in the 
country's history while in Kenya, under the 
leadership of the Orange Democratic 
Movement, the Africa Liberal Network 
(ALN) adopted its ground-breaking Nairobi 
Declaration committing ALN member 
parties to work towards the full elimination 
and prevention of all forms of 
discrimination and violence against women 
and girls.

III. WHY IS INCLUSIVITY AND DIVERSITY
IN A POLITICAL PARTY IMPORTANT?
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The handbook is not prescriptive, but it rather allows valuable insight into what has worked and 
what has not when it comes to gender-based political party inclusivity among liberal parties 
from across the globe. 

This handbook provides general guidelines on strengthening internal party culture by making it 
more open and inclusive towards women based on best practices collected from three 
different LI HRC workshops and resources on the topic from among the LI membership 
alongside external expertise. 

It is important to note that it is preferable to use this handbook in conjunction with the LI 
Women in Political Parties Index to better understand what the party's starting point is and to 
better assess the party's needs. 

It is also imperative to acknowledge that this handbook cannot provide a fully comprehensive 
solution as one size does not fit all. Depending on the individual party score obtained through 
the LI WIPP Index, the handbook can guide a party towards those areas which need most 
attention. 

The handbook can also be used as part of on the ground trainings and tailored workshops to 
better address party-specific challenges.

IV. HOW TO USE THIS HANDBOOK
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Step 1: Assess the Current State of Inclusivity and Diversity Inside Your Party 
(LI WIPP Index) 

The main goal of Liberal International's Women in Political Parties Index (LI WIPP Index) is to 
provide an evaluation tool for (liberal) political parties across the globe in the field of 
genderbased political party inclusivity. This index can be used to benchmark the current state 
of the party and to assess existing challenges as well as galvanize change in internal party 
structures and policies in order to make the political party in question an inclusive place for 
members representing all groups within a society. 

The research at the heart of the index is a self-assessment survey which provides an 
opportunity to evaluate the state of inclusiveness in a political party. To do this, the survey 
covers a range of topics that are important for the work of every political party, such as 
parliamentary representation and parliamentary activities, intraparty decision-making 
mechanisms, codes of conduct for party members or officials, and intraparty training 
activities. 

However, since election systems differ across the globe, they can also influence the way 
parties enter parliament and work within it. The survey, therefore, accounts for differences 
which emerge depending on the type of parliamentary representation in majoritarian, 
proportional, and mixed election systems. The survey also accounts for lack of parliamentary 
representation. 

A higher score in the self-assessment survey indicates a higher level of inclusiveness for a 
political party. 

To achieve an accurate result, the survey is designed to be completed by several members 
from a single party, to eliminate bias in the responses and ensure an accurate representation 
of the information. 

However, different parties do not operate in the same social, economic and political contexts, 
since these differ between countries, regions, and continents. It is therefore not always 
suitable to use a benchmarking tool which is blind to all these differences. Being active in an 
opposition political party in a country with strong democratic institutions, media freedoms, 
and rule of law is completely different to being active in a country with a strong authoritarian 
leadership, fraudulent elections, captured media, and weak enforcement of the rule of law. 
Furthermore, the inclusion of women within the ranks of a political party is much easier in a 
society where women have attained a high level of equality with men, than in those where 
women are yet to reach their full equality before the law. 

To fully grasp these societal differences, the LI WIPP Index has been designed to account for 
these variables. For example, if a party in Pakistan has fewer women among its ranks and 
leadership than a party in Sweden, the difference between these two societies should also be 
taken into account. 

V. PRACTICAL STEPS TO ACHIEVING
GENDERBASED INCLUSIVE POLITICAL PARTY
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This may show that the Pakistani party is more inclusive than it may first seem. This has been 
attested through the Society Inclusivity Index. 

The Society Inclusivity Index (SII) is a composite index that includes three different pillars: 

1. Democracy and Pluralism 

2. Rule of Law 

3. Society and Culture 

The first pillar covers the level of democracy- and media freedom within a society, based on 
four well-known indicators: the Freedom in the World Index (Freedom House), the V Dem 
version 8 Index (V Dem Institute), the Press Freedom Index (Reporters Without Borders), and 
the Freedom of the Press Index (Freedom House). 

The second pillar covers the rule of law within a society based on the Corruption Perception 
Index (Transparency International), the Rule of Law and World Governance Indicators (World 
Bank), and the Judicial Independence, Global Competitiveness Report (World Economic 
Forum). 

The third pillar evaluates the role women play in society, its economic situation, and the 
pertaining attitudes towards women and other disenfranchised groups. It is based on the 
Gender Inequality Index (Human Development Index, UNDP), the Group Grievances/Fragile 
State Index (Fund for Peace), GDP per capita in USD PPP (World Bank), and data from the 
Global Gender Gap Report (World Economic Forum). 

The final weighted WIPP Index score is achieved when the party's self-assessment 
inclusiveness score is multiplied by the inverse value of the Society Inclusivity Index. 

It is important to note that the LI WIPP Index provides much more than just an assessment of 
the current state of gender-based inclusivity in a political party. It can also assist a party in 
identifying its strongest and weakest starting points which in turn allows it to address only 
those internal areas which require the most attention.
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Step 2: Eliminate the Obstacles Inside Your Party

It is important to identify and eliminate old habits and working 
procedures which may be hindering diversity and inclusivity within 
the political party, even if they are not obvious at first. 

Below are the four concrete obstacles most frequently identified 
within organisations that lack diversity and inclusivity. It is important 
to take these into account when working towards a more diverse and 
inclusive internal environment and consider eliminating them: 

1. An ostrich mentality of "there are no problems here".
2. An unwillingness to acknowledge differences in people and, 
therefore, unwillingness to accommodate such differences and take 
action.
3. Blaming the victim i.e. "they do not fit in" or "do not seek to join the 
internal party culture". This implies an unwillingness to acknowledge 
resolution instruments and to make them visible.
4. Discussing quotas and affirmative action in a vacuum instead of 
working towards inclusivity and diversity in a systematic and 
comprehensive manner.

11



Step 3: Set Smart Objectives (The SMARTA Model)

Setting objectives early on can be difficult. However, the earlier they are set, the easier it is to 
put them into practice. The SMARTA-model is a tool to adopt effective objectives. When an 
objective is set, you can test it against the SMARTA-model to see if it meets the criteria for a 
"smart" objective.

Specific: The more specific an aim, the easier it is to reach. State what you 
want to do as precisely as possible. This can also include setting smaller 
goals which will help to reach the final aim.

Measurable: Decide in advance how to measure your accomplishment. It 
is important that all stakeholders agree on exactly how the goal or objective 
will be measured. Are you going to measure the cost, time, quality, or 
experienced satisfaction amongst the participants etc.?

Acceptable: To achieve the objectives, both decision-makers and those 
responsible need to be on board. If not, there is a risk that the work drifts 
away from the objectives or that the people working with the objectives 
lack motivation. Cooperation should always be paramount.

Realistic: The aim must be realistic and achievable. If a discussion about the 
aim arises, it is important to be perceptive.

Time-bound: There should be a clear deadline and prioritisation of the 
objectives.

Attractive: How are you going to reward yourselves when the objectives 
are met?

12



Step 4: Establish New Networks: Invite and Offer

Establishing alliances and networks gives your party a platform on which to act. Supporting 
civil society, for example, enables you to reach many different groups of people and allows 
them to join an established context. It is an effective way to recruit members and find future 
politicians and policy messengers.

It is important to have a clear aim and purpose when networking. Address your work, choose 
the context, organisations, and persons. It is important to both establish new networks and 
nurture existing ones.

Remember to have an open mind. Show interest, ask questions, and listen. Most importantly, 
do not do this only during election campaigns. A genuine interest needs to be shown at all 
times, not only for vote-catching purposes.

Step 5: Enlist Inclusively: Dare to Ask!

Although we think we can spot talent when we see it, the truth is that we are terrible at 
evaluating people objectively. The easiest way to recruit future politicians and committed 
people should be to look at people's various experiences and competencies.

The Easy Group: The easy group is the one that already shares the party's values but does not 
have knowledge about the party. This group needs to see that the party actively works with 
inclusivity, diversity, anti-racism, and anti-discrimination. 

The Middle Group: This group needs more work, for example study visits or joint activities. 
These are people with extensive networks who are unwilling to deliver without receiving a 
political position or another platform in return. 

The Difficult Group: This group may already have political preferences, which can be difficult to 
influence. Therefore, it is important to operate locally in the long-term by courting and 
interplaying. 

Remember that there are no homogenous groups. We are all individuals even if we belong to 
different ethnic groups or live in different areas with different social challenges. The categories 
above do not measure ethnic affiliation: they rather measure the effort needed for potential 
members to take the first step towards becoming party members. They also determine the 
distance between the values of these potential members and the party's values. 

Furthermore, expecting women to join of their own initiative is not enough. Parties should have 
a proactive and focused approach, which includes seeking out, training, mentoring, and 
providing practical support for women.1 

The values of an organisation can become unspoken rules for those who have been involved for 
a long time. If these rules are not clearly stated and explained, new members will never have a 
real chance to become part of the organisation. Furthermore, new members will not be able to 
decide whether the organisation suits them or not. Therefore it is important to ask the 
question: which future party-members could you be missing out on by not recruiting 
inclusively? 

It is also crucial for a party to be open and transparent if it wants to attract new talent and, in 
particular, women.

1Lord John Alderdice, “Race, Ethnic Minorities and the Culture of the Liberal Democrats” (2018) 13



Step 6: Educate new members

Education is one of the most effective tools for an inclusive and equal organisation. It is a way 
of allowing everyone to play on the same playing field. Education can, for example, be a good 
tool when wanting to use the competence already in the party, while also including people with 
different backgrounds and perspectives. 

Step 7: Reap the Benefits: Allocating Positions of Responsibility

The end goal should never be to just count party members. It also comes down to whose voices 
are heard and whether their competencies are used within the party or organisation. What 
exactly does your party need? In which areas do you lack competence?

By doing a competence survey for example, you can get a broader picture of what your party 
is lacking, and what you are good at. With this knowledge, it is easier to recruit members and 
secure party diversity. By enabling a broader representation at all levels of the party, you are 
also bringing power closer to the people affected by politics.

14



2Ballington, Julie (2011). Empowering Women for Stronger Political Parties, UNDP & NDI.
3Ballington, Julie (2011). Empowering Women for Stronger Political Parties, UNDP & NDI.

Step 8: Map Out a Specific Action Plan that Works for Your Party

1. Introduce Gender-Based Benchmarks, Women Caucuses, and/or Inclusivity Boards

Views on the necessity and effectiveness of gender quotas vary within the international liberal 
family. While some liberal parties consider some sort of gender-based benchmarks crucial for 
the full acceptance and advancement of women in politics, others believe that women should 
be selected solely based on their competence and not because of pre-defined numerical 
objectives.

It is important to consider, that depending on the socio-economic environment in which a 
political party functions, it may not be possible to advance women inside the party structure, 
or even to attract women to participate in the political process, unless there is a specific 
internal mechanism that allows for this. This also depends on the gender-related legislation of 
the country in which a party operates, as this is equally important in ensuring that gender 
quotas and women's wings inside political parties can be pushed forward. That said, for them 
to be effective and efficient, gender quotas must come from within the party structure and not 
be imposed by the state. This is because parties are ultimately the gatekeepers to securing 
more women both in their memberships and in parliaments.

Research conducted by the National Democratic Institute and the United Nations 
Development Programme is quite categorical in this regard and has identified that "despite the 
diversity of strategies and approaches inside a political party, established measures such as 
quotas have repeatedly been shown to be effective in putting more women into positions of 
power".2

The findings further stipulate that "electoral candidate quotas, for example, have become an 
important policy tool to increase women's access to decision-making bodies. When properly 
implemented, they ensure women's entry into decision-making positions rather than leaving 
this to the good faith of political party leaders or candidate nomination committees."3

Such findings are reinforced by best practices shared by the Arab Liberal Federation which 
reveal that gender quotas can be particularly effective for parties which operate in 
environments controlled by conservative religious values.

15



4Ballington, Julie (2011). Empowering Women for Stronger Political Parties, UNDP & NDI.

This being said, it is important to ensure that measures, such as quotas, are supplementary to 
other initiatives, including long-term capacity building and skills development, aiming to ensure 
that women can take up party leadership positions even in the absence of quota mechanisms.4
 
Best practices collected from Svenska Folkpartiet (LI member, Finland) and Centerpartiet (LI 
member, Sweden) indicate that establishing a Women Caucus or an Inclusivity Board inside the 
party can help promote the election of women onto the party's executive organs. This is the 
case especially when the Chair of the Women Caucus or the Inclusivity Board is granted an 
automatic election on the party Board and members of the said Caucus have the same rights of 
attendance and freedom of expression (e.g. write motions) as other party members. For this 
purpose, the rights of these bodies should be included in the party's constitution. This will also 
serve to attract more women and to lower the threshold for joining the party. 

The women's branches of these two parties, for example, have been key for empowering 
female candidates and allowing for the exchange of experiences, best practices, and knowledge 
transfer. 

Another good example is the Women's Network of Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie 
(VVD, LI member, the Netherlands) which is heavily involved in the party's electoral 
programme. In Naša Stranka (LI member, Bosnia and Herzegovina), gender equality is 
guaranteed on party executive bodies. 

Best practices presented by the Africa Liberal Network (LI cooperating organisation) stress 
that it is difficult to bring women on board because they lack confidence. Women's wings are 
therefore a stepping stone for creating visibility for women inside a political party and train 
capable female candidates to build their confidence. They are not a means to an end but rather 
vehicles for introducing an important first step towards change. They are a transitional method 
for improving gender balance as long as there is a good party agenda: a strategic move to 
integrate women inside a party. 

The Parliamentary Caucuses of the Democratic Alliance (DA, LI member, South Africa) are 
gender-balanced and there is a gender focal point in every department at the provincial level 
due to quotas. 

It is important to remember that democracy alone does not guarantee gender equality. While 
the existence of women's caucuses and gender-based benchmarks can push the party to 
implement change, they can also be an excuse for a party not to deal with important issues on 
gender equality.

16
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2. Enlist the Political Party Leadership

To strengthen the political will towards long-term change in a party's 
behaviour, it is crucial to get the leadership on board. For example, 
best practice provided by Liberalerna (LI member, Sweden) indicates 
that the national leadership needs to be aware and take overall 
responsibility for the inclusion of female candidates on the party 
lists. 

Equally, it is important to consider how to change the paradigm so 
that party leadership is not necessarily associated with "masculine" 
traits, as per guidelines provided by Naša Stranka.

Ultimately, the leadership should set the standard on the party’s 
values. Therefore, enlisting the more conservative voices inside the 
party to support female candidates is key. 

The Chair of Centerpartiet for example addresses the issue of 
integrity at every party congress and this is a permanent item of 
discussion on the party's agenda (integrity rules, for example, have to 
be signed by all party members). Furthermore, at party congresses a 
record is kept of for how many minutes and on which topics men and 
women speak. The party also tracks how many articles are published 
in the media by female and male party members and candidates. 
Finally, the party tracks gender balance in working groups, and there 
is a statement about the importance of respect for women at each 
bigger party meeting. 

Liberalerna on the other hand measures the party's level of internal 
equality by producing an annual report.



3. Promote Party Cultural Change Towards Inclusivity and Diversity

Introducing internal party mechanisms, which promote a change in the party's culture towards 
inclusivity and diversity, is crucial to establishing long-term change and achieving a sustainable 
outcome. For this purpose, it is important to identify champions for change inside a political 
party, build an inclusive language in official party documents (such as Constitution, Standing 
Orders, etc.), and conduct regular training in inclusivity and diversity. Internal party structures 
also need to push gender parity by involving men who are willing to push women to the front 
of the party. 

Best practices from Red America Liberal de Latina indicate that party statutes are key for 
enforcing party gender parity. Therefore, the party constitution needs to include 
nondiscrimination clauses alongside a requirement that at a minimum 30% of women need to 
be fielded as candidates in any election. 

However, a party's level of gender-based inclusivity is determined not only by how many 
women have been recruited. It also comes down to whose voices are being heard.5 This means 
that women should not only be included as members, but also in the internal party organs with 
decisionmaking power, such as governing bodies. Therefore, use the following questions when 
putting together a strategy:

It is important to ensure that gender-based inclusivity and diversity is embedded in your party's 
values and that those values are shared and championed by everyone across your party. 

Political parties have a responsibility for achieving gender equality in all aspects of life and 
achieving equal opportunities for all. Liberal parties need to be at the forefront of discussions 
on issues relevant for female voters if they wish to attract more women. There needs to be an 
added value in the message of women's political empowerment. Therefore, reforming party 
structures is important to move closer to the electorate, be it women, youth, or other 
vulnerable groups.

5Centerpartiet Inclusivity Handbook: Chapter 7.

1. Are you doing enough? 
2. Do you really mean it? 
3. What external support is available? 
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4. Provide Institutional Support for Women

A. Eliminate all forms of harassment and violence against women

National Democratic Institute's extensive research6 indicates that violence against women, 
along with stereotypes about a woman's role in family life, is the biggest obstacle to female 
participation in politics.7 It is therefore important that the party provides strong institutional 
support for women to ensure that they feel safe, secure, and empowered to pursue their full 
potential. For this purpose, it is important to introduce a code of conduct, an anonymous 
whistle-blower function for reporting cases of harassment, threats and/or physical violence, 
and clear sanctions for perpetrators. 

B. Ensure Equal and Fair Opportunities for Growth 

Furthermore, women need to have access to equal and fair opportunities for personal and 
professional growth and to reach decision-making powers. National Democratic Institute's Win 
with Women Action Plan presents three important recommendations in this regard: 

1. Provide training and financial support for women's party 
branches, wings, and commissions, which should serve as fora 
for women to contribute substantively to party policy and 
procedure, party leadership, and candidate selection. These 
party branches should have a seat and voting powers in the 
party executive committee and during decision-making 
processes, a regular budget, and be operated by the women in 
the party without interference from male party members. 
They should also offer opportunities to discuss issues of 
concern, mentor, network, and build critical policymaking and 
advocacy skills for women, rather than act as token women's 
representation in the party.

2. Allocate appropriate mechanisms to elevate female 
candidates and elected officials, including placing women 
high on party lists and running female candidates in 
winnable districts. Quotas, designed as alternating 
"zipper systems," can play an important role, particularly 
where women are virtually shut out of the political 
system.

3. Last but not least, allocate meaningful financial 
support to female candidates. Female and male 
candidates who have similar potential for being elected 
should have equal access to party resources. Consider 
temporary special members to provide additional seed 
money or subsidies for the advancement of female 
candidates.8

6National Democratic Institute’s Win with Women Action Plan, 2018
7Hubbard, Caroline, “Win with Women: Building Inclusive 21st Century Parties”, National Democratic Institute (2018)
8Hubbard, Caroline, “Win with Women: Building Inclusive 21st Century Parties”, National Democratic Institute (2018) 

19



C. Provide Mentoring, Training and Networking Opportunities 

Best practices provided by the Women Caucus of the Council of Asian Liberals and 
Democrats (LI Cooperating Organisation) indicate that developing mentorship 
programmes is also important, especially in attracting female candidates to a party in 
the first place. These programmes can be supplemented with a rotation of leadership 
positions and targeted efforts to recruit young women, which is also key for allowing 
a great level of inclusivity and diversity. Youth wings of political parties can also play a 
role in attracting and keeping young women. 

For example, Naša Stranka has implemented a programme called "50%" to measure 
the level of access and resources female candidates get compared to their male 
counterparts (such as financial resources, media coverage, and equal representation in 
campaigning). 

Furthermore, both Democraten 66 and VVD (LI members, the Netherlands) invest 
heavily in training and networking opportunities for women by allocating 
Ambassadors for Change who also serve as mentors and role models. 

The institutional support a party provides also needs to consider the difficult balance 
women often face when it comes to juggling responsibilities between their 
professional and personal lives. Providing childcare services at party conferences is, 
for example, a practice that has proven crucial in attracting and retaining more women 
among political party ranks (VVD implements this practice at all of its party 
conferences). 

Another powerful example from among the LI membership is the Leadership 
Programme offered by the Liberal Democrats (LibDems, LI member, United Kingdom). 
The programme has proven key in attracting more women as it provides long-term 
training, mentoring, and intensive support for candidates from under-represented 
groups. The party also has a Diversity and Inclusion section on its website explaining 
the party's efforts to become more inclusive. The LibDems have also run Campaigns 
for Gender Balance, encouraging voters to vote specifically for the LibDems' female 
candidates. 
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Furthermore, the Future Women MPs Weekend is an annual event to support and develop 
female talent within the party. This is another powerful LibDems initiative which shows that as 
long as there is political will, a better gender balance does not necessarily require an extensive 
amount of resources or elaborative strategies for change.
 
Best practices from VVD and Democraten 66 also indicate that it is important for parties to 
assist women in the development of their soft skills and at the same time encourage them to 
nominate themselves for leadership positions as they often do not volunteer. 

Best practices presented by the Africa Liberal Network (ALN, LI cooperating organisation) 
stress that despite policies aimed at establishing gender balance, women's representation 
remains low due to the dominant macho culture in Africa which affects how political parties 
function. The ALN's Women Leadership Programme aims to tackle these cultural tendencies by 
providing participants (female politicians from across ALN member parties) with additional 
knowledge, skills, and tailored support to advance them as candidates and into leadership roles. 
The programme also includes a mentoring scheme where participants are paired with an 
experienced political actor to provide them with tailored advice and support. The training 
covers a range of topics: from campaigning and voter contact models to social media, 
fundraising, and much more. This helps to equip participants with the tools they need to 
successfully contest party nominations and elected positions.

The United Party for National Development (UPND, ALN member, Zambia) for example has a 
grassroots level programme which provides training to attract and integrate more women into 
the party structure. 
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VI. LIMITATIONS TO THE RESEARCH
AND FINDINGS

The recommendations in this handbook generally focus around best practices from the 
international liberal family, alongside established research on the topic of gender-based political 
party inclusivity. There are however some limitations which need to be kept in mind. 

Firstly, while the LI Women in Political Parties Index does include a society-inclusivity index 
measuring the political environment in which a party operates, it does not and cannot take into 
account all external factors affecting the functioning of a political party. 

Secondly, while the Self-Assessment Survey of the Index does include a question about being a 
woman in a political party, it does not provide for an extensive measurement of the risk of being 
a woman in politics. This is a significant limitation as the National Democratic Institute's 
extensive programmatic work identifies violence against women in politics as one of the major 
barriers to women's political participation and empowerment. 

Thirdly, the handbook does not account for all of the internal barriers political parties may 
encounter in their efforts to promote more women among their ranks. This can be a major 
setback as NDI's Theory of Change states that "in order for violence against women to be 
addressed not only should individual, socio-cultural and institutional factors such as the role of 
the state and the existing electoral system be taken into an account, but also the political will, 
space and capacity of a political party."9 The research does not take into account these 
additional criteria. 

Finally, as the barometer and handbook are tailored towards the membership of Liberal 
International (LI), the research also assumes that political parties have met the minimum 
standards of a democratic functioning by the virtue of their membership in LI.  

This is important because none of the suggested action steps can be undertaken unless the 
political party complies with basic internal democratic criteria guiding its internal workings.

9National Democratic Institute, “Political Party Programming Guide” (2014) 22



As a next step, aggregated anonymous data obtained through the LI 
Women in Political Parties Index can serve to track progress on the issue 
of gender-based political party inclusivity among the LI membership 
through a tracking mechanism in the form of an Annual LI Gender-Based 
Inclusivity and Diversity Report. Over time, this report can help 
determine common challenges among LI member parties, especially 
among those operating in the same region and facing similar 
socio-economic circumstances. This can allow for the development of 
more effective solutions and better exchange of best-practices while 
serving to motivate the LI membership to pursue positive change. 

Furthermore, the LI Women in Political Parties Index and Best-Practices 
Handbook account for the inclusion of women only. The 
recommendations, therefore, are not universal and cannot be applied 
when it comes to including minority groups among the ranks of (liberal) 
political parties such as LGBTI, ethnic, and religious minorities as well as 
youth and people with disabilities. All of these groups face unique 
challenges and therefore further research is needed on how they can be 
successfully integrated into political parties. Furthermore, there is a lack 
of comprehensive data as a lot of parties do not collect or maintain 
information concerning those groups.

VII. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
FUTURE ACTION
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