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We dedicate this book to those who are leading the political struggles to 
implement gender quotas across the globe. It is hard, and often 

unacknowledged, work, but central to a future of gender parity in political 
representation and to transforming societies towards more gender equality.
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CHAPTER 1  

Party Politics and the Implementation 
of Gender Quotas: Resisting Institutions 

Sabine Lang, Petra Meier, and Birgit Sauer 

1 Gender Quotas in Electoral and Party Politics 

At the turn of the millennium, Europe figured as a global leader in 
women’s political representation.1 In 1995, the year of the World Confer-
ence on Women in Beijing, eight out of the top ten countries for women’s 
descriptive representation in the single or lower houses of parliament were 
European (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2020).  Women in the  Swedish
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Riksdag topped the list with 40.4% women, followed by all other Scandi-
navian countries, the Netherlands, Austria, and Germany (the Seychelles 
and Argentina completed this top ten). A quarter century later, in 2020, 
this line-up looked drastically different. Sweden was the only European 
country left in that top ten, faring barely seven percentage points better 
than 25 years earlier, while Rwanda led with 61.3% women. The other 
leaders of the past had slid drastically down in the ranking. 

It is not that any of the European countries saw its political repre-
sentation of women decrease over the last quarter century. As Fig. 1. 
illustrates, all European Union (EU) member states are doing better in 
2020 than in 1995, with Sweden coming closest to a perfect gender 
balance in political representation. However, not all of the countries doing 
well in 1995 are still among those with the best gender balance in polit-
ical representation in Europe today. The number of women in the Dutch 
Second Chamber did not really move and that of the German Bundestag 
shows no substantial increase. A number of other countries, with histor-
ically very low numbers of women elected to the lower or single house, 
such as Spain, Belgium, Portugal, France, and Italy, are now among those 
with the highest numbers. Other countries saw their number of women in 
national legislatures increase more moderately. And Hungary, doing way 
better back in 1995 than many other countries, made hardly any progress 
and has the lowest political representation of women in Europe. As of 
2020, about one third of EU member states have close to or more than 
40% women in their lower or single house. Another third has less than 
25%. The rest is somewhere in between. In sum, women’s political repre-
sentation has increased over the last quarter century, but many European 
countries remain far from gender parity.

Factors explaining the position of women in electoral politics have been 
amply studied since the 1990s (Childs & Lovenduski, 2013; Dahlerup, 
2018; Dahlerup & Leyenaar, 2013; Lovenduski, 2005a), focusing on the 
macro, meso, and micro levels (Lovenduski & Norris, 1993), and partic-
ularly on electoral systems (Krook & Schwindt-Bayer, 2013; Tremblay, 
2012). An important intervening factor in the evolution of women in 
electoral politics, though not the only and most effective one, are gender 
quotas, also called the fast track to equal representation of women and 
men (Dahlerup & Freidenvall, 2005; for gendered electoral financing 
as another instrument see Muriaas et al., 2021). There has been an 
ever-growing political interest in gender quotas since the 1980s, largely 
promoted by supra- and international organizations such as the European
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Fig. 1 Percentage of Women in Lower/Single House EU27 (1995 and 2020) 
(Source Inter-Parliamentary Union [2020]. Figure compiled by authors)

Union, the United Nations, the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, and the World Bank (Krook, 2006). This also 
goes for Europe, where the forerunner was Belgium, adopting legislative 
quotas for all levels of elections back in 1994. Since, ten other countries 
followed, France being the first in 2000, Ireland (so far) the last in 2012. 
The others are, in chronological order: Greece (2001), Serbia (2002), 
Italy, Slovenia (2004), Portugal (2006), Spain (2007), Poland (2011), 
and Croatia (2013). While most of the European countries adopted 
legislative quotas in the first decade of the twenty-first century, some 
updating them since (see chapters on Belgium, France, Italy, Portugal, 
Serbia, and Slovenia), party quotas go back as far as the 1970s. This is 
for instance the case in Belgium, France, Sweden, or Denmark (but the 
latter got abolished in 1996). In some cases, party quotas were the fore-
runners of legislative quotas, in some they co-exist, but most countries in 
Europe still have only party quotas. Of all the countries in Fig. 1., only 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, and Latvia have no gender quotas at all in 
electoral politics. 

Quotas have become one of the central topics in the field of gender 
and politics, with considerable emphasis being placed on the factors 
accounting for their adoption and potential effects (Celis et al., 2011; 
Dahlerup, 2006; Dahlerup & Freidenvall, 2010; Fernandes et al., 2021;


