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A CRITICAL MOMENT TO REALIZE
WOMEN'’S LEADERSHIP IN
GOVERNANCE

Women'’s full, equal, and meaningful participation in
governance is fundamental to achieving gender equality,
sustainable development and lasting peace. It is not only
a right, but a prerequisite for representative, transparent
and accountable governance and institutions.

The Asia-Pacific region stands at a critical juncture—where
growing momentum for transformative change intersects
with persistent barriers to women'’s representation and
leadership. Political commitments and promising practices
throughout the region offer a strong foundation to accelerate
action and dismantle barriers.

In 2025, the global community marks the 30th anniversary
of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action
(Beijing+30). Against this backdrop, the Asia-Pacific
region has taken stock and recommitted to the promise
of women’s equal access to, and full participation in,
governance systems and decision-making structures, at
all levels!

Women's participation and leadership in governance in the
Asia-Pacific region remain the exception rather than the
norm. A review of progress on Sustainable Development
Goal 5 (gender equality) at the 12th Asia-Pacific Forum on
Sustainable Development (2025) highlighted the urgent
need to realise commitments on women'’s full and effective
participation, and opportunities for leadership, if the
region is to achieve the target set by the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development.?

BEIJING DECLARATION AND
PLATFORM FOR ACTION: WOMEN
IN POWER AND DECISION-MAKING

» Take measures to ensure women’s equal access
to and full participation in power structures and
decision-making.

» Increase women’s capacity to participate in
decision-making and leadership.

NEW APPROACH BASED ON GENDER
PARITY AND INCLUSIVITY

Providing a further call to action, a new approach to
governance based on gender parity and inclusivity as a
leading force for transformative change has been outlined
by the Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and its General
Recommendation No. 40 on the Equal and Inclusive
Representation of Women in Decision-Making Systems,
released in October 2024.

Together, Beijing+30, CEDAW General Recommendation
No. 40, and the 12th Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable
Development mark a turning point — a call for governments,
institutions and civil society to turn commitments and
policies into action, and drive the full and equal leadership
of women that societies require to thrive.

FEW WOMEN HOLD HEAD OF STATE/GOVERNMENT POSITIONS
As of 1January 2025, there are only four countries in the region with a woman Head of State and/

or Government. At the current rate, gender equality in the highest positions will not be reached for

another 130 years.

1. UNESCAP 2024. “Asia-Pacific Ministerial Conference on the Beijing+30 Review.” Accessed February 2025.
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https://www.unescap.org/events/apfsd12.



https://www.unescap.org/events/2024/asia-pacific-ministerial-conference-beijing30-review
https://www.unescap.org/events/apfsd12

Women with disabilities constituted

of parliamentarians in the region in

2022, underscoring a significant gap in inclusive leadership.

GAPS IN WOMEN'’S LEADERSHIP

Achieving gender-equal leadership in governance is within
reach — but only if the barriers holding women back are
systematically dismantled. Women across the Asia-Pacific
region continue to encounter structural, social, and political
barriers to leadership —for young women and women from
diverse backgrounds, these barriers are compounded.

Progress has been slow and uneven, with persistent
gaps in representation across all levels of governance
— from national parliaments to local councils. Without
sustained action, the region risks reinforcing patterns of
exclusion and undermining the inclusive, transparent, and
accountable governance essential for achieving sustainable
development and gender equality.

The gaps outlined below underscore the scale and urgency
of the challenge.

Key regional gaps

» Few women hold Head of State/Government positions.
As of 1January 2025, there are only four countries in the
region with a woman Head of State and/or Government
At the current rate, gender equality in the highest
positions will not be reached for another 130 years.*

Indicative studies report that 76 per cent of women
parliamentarians surveyed in the region said they
had experienced psychological violence (online and
offline) during their term of office.

Women are underrepresented in parliaments. In East
Asia, women hold 23.7 per cent of parliamentary seats,
231 per cent; in South-East Asia and, 15.6 per cent in
South Asia. In the Pacific, women’s representation falls
to0 8.2 percent.?®

Ministerial portfolios continue to endure gender-based
bias. Only12.5 per cent of ministers across the region are
women.* Women are primarily assigned to policy areas
concerning gender equality, human rights, and social
affairs. Influential policy areas, such as finance, justice,
foreign affairs, and defense remain largely held by men.’

Participation of women in local governments is unequal
and uneven. Women's representation is marginally
higherin local governments, yet none of the Asia-Pacific
countries with available data have achieved gender
parity. Participation ranges from above 30 per cent to
below 2 per cent, highlighting that progress is uneven.®

Women parliamentarians experience high rates of
gender-based violence. Indicative studies report that
76 per cent of women parliamentarians surveyed in the
region said they had experienced psychological violence
(online and offline) during their term of office.’

Women from diverse backgrounds continue to be
marginalized. Women with disabilities, for example,
constituted less than 0.2 per cent of parliamentarians
intheregionin 2022,° underscoring a significant gapin
inclusive leadership.

National women’s machineries are often underfunded
and understaffed. This is despite being led at the
ministerial level

Shrinking civic space inhibits women’s civic
engagement. It also inhibits the ability of women civil
society and human rights defenders to engage with
government in public policy-making. Censorship was
documented in 16 countries in the region in 2024, with
spikes ahead of elections.”
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In East Asia, women hold

of parliamentary seats,

;in South-East Asia and,

in South Asia. In the Pacific, women’s representation falls to

REGIONAL RISKS IF GAPS PERSIST

Weakened governance and stability

Evidence shows that gender-equal leadership strengthens
governance outcomes, fosters resilience, and promotes
peace.” Without gender parity, decision-making risks
remaining exclusionary and weakening social trust.
Countries with a greater proportion of women as decision-
makers in legislatures have lower levels of income
inequality.

Deepening inequalities and marginalization

Without deliberate and accelerated action, young women,
Indigenous women, women with disabilities, rural
women, LGBTQI+ people, and other marginalized groups
will continue to be excluded from governance systems
— reinforcing existing inequalities and silencing critical
voices needed to drive inclusive development.

Erosion of women’s human rights

A growing backlash against gender equality threatens to
reverse hard-won gains. Without robust protection and
advancement of women’s leadership, the region risks
backsliding on women’s human rights and eroding the
rule of law.
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CEDAW PARTICIPATION IN
POLITICAL AND PUBLIC LIFE

Article 7: States Parties shall take all
appropriate measures to eliminate
discrimination against women in the political
and publiclife of the country and, in particular,
shall ensure to women, on equal terms with
men, the right: (a) To vote in all elections and
publicreferenda and to be eligible for election
toall publicly elected bodies; (b) To participate
in the formulation of government policy and
the implementation thereof and to hold
public office and perform all public functions
at all levels of government; (c) To participate
in non-governmental organizations and
associations concerned with the public and
political life of the country.

Article 8: States Parties shall take all

appropriate measures to ensure to women,
on equal terms with men and without any
discrimination, the opportunity to represent
their Governments at the international level
and to participate in the work of international
organizations.

Missed opportunities for transformative solutions

Women'’s leadership brings diverse perspectives and
innovative solutions essential for tackling the region’s
most pressing challenges. Failure to secure women'’s full
participation means forfeiting the transformative potential
needed to future-proof societies.
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ACTIONS TO ACCELERATE PROGRESS

The Asia-Pacific region stands at a decisive moment.
The convergence of Beijing+30, CEDAW GCeneral
Recommendation No. 40, and the review of SDG 5 offers
a rare opportunity to shift from fragmented progress to
transformative change. Together, they provide a clear
roadmap for all sections of society — encompassing
government, civil society, the private sector, and others —to
accelerate women'’s leadership in governance. Seizing this
moment requires bold political will, sustained investment,
and structural change. Key actions below chart a path
toward women’s leadership in governance as an achievable
goal for every country across the Asia-Pacific region.

Key actions

1. 50:50 gender parity as a universal norm as the basis for
supporting Member States to reach parity in decision-
making, including through legal and policy reforms,
implementation of Special Measures, and national
action plans.

2. A systematic intersectional approach recognizing
women in all their diversity will require sustainable
investments in supporting diverse women leaders,
candidates, office holders and executive officials
through capacity building and networking; and
support the new generation of women leaders
ensuring the voice and leadership of adolescent girls
and young women informs decision making at all
levels.

Structural transformation of gendered roles and
responsibilities across the public and private spheres;
promote social norms recognizing women as effective
political leaders and role models to young people
(including through engaging media, traditional leaders
and men and boys in communities).

4. Institutional strengthening to change internal
policies, procedures, and practices, including on
gender-responsive political financing, so that public
institutions and political parties are more gender
sensitive and deliver adequately financed policies
and outcomes in accordance with international and
regional commitments to gender equality.

5. Inclusive modes of decision-making that include women
human rights defenders and civil society, including
support to Member States and key stakeholders’
efforts to prevent, monitor and respond to violence
against women in politics and in public life, including
technology-facilitated gender-based violence.

UN WOMEN'’S COMMITMENT IN ASIA
AND THE PACIFIC

UN Women Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific is
driving a new wave of action to close the leadership gap
across the region. The Beijing+30 Activation: Strengthening
Women’s Leadership to Accelerate Progress on Women’s
Rights in South and South-East Asia project pioneers the
application of CEDAW General Recommendation No. 40
to advance gender-equal and inclusive governance, as
well as the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action
critical area of Women in Power and Decision-Making to
seta new standard. Through a whole-of-society approach,
UN Women works with governments, civil society, and
young leaders to dismantle barriers, expand civic space,
and embed gender parity across decision-making systems.

PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN IN LOCAL GOVERNMENTS IS UNEQUAL AND UNEVEN
Women' s representation is marginally higher in local governments, yet none of the Asia-Pacific
countries with available data have achieved gender parity. Participation ranges from above

30 per cent to below 2 per cent, highlighting that progress is uneven.
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