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12. Looking ahead: Lessons and pathways
for women’s political representation in
Southeast Europe

Milica Anti¢ Gaber, Marsela Dauti and
Lilijana Cickari¢

12.1 - WOMEN’S POLITICAL GAINS: PROGRESS, BUT
STILL FRAGILE

Over the past three decades, the countries of Southeast Europe (SEE) have
experienced significant political, social, and economic transitions. These trans-
formations, often framed within the broader processes of political pluraliza-
tion, democratization and Europeanization, have had profound implications for
gender relations, particularly in the sphere of political representation. As the
contributions to this volume and previous scholarship on the topic (Einhorn,
2006; Funk, 2004) demonstrate, the post-socialist restructuring of political
institutions in the region was accompanied by a sharp decline in women’s
presence within formal political bodies. These developments underscore the
necessity of critically examining the gendered dimensions of political transi-
tions. The marginalization of women in the newly emerging parliamentary
democracies reflects not merely institutional oversight, but also the persistence
of patriarchal norms and structures that have historically constrained women’s
political agency (McBride & Mazur, 2010; Pudrovska, 2004). In response, a
range of actors mobilized to contest this exclusion and to advocate for more
gender-inclusive political spaces.

The chapters in this volume trace the multifaceted strategies employed by
both local and transnational actors in pursuit of gender equality in politics. These
actors include grassroots women’s organizations, feminist networks, gender
advocates within political parties, NGOs, and international stakeholders such
as the women’s sections of European leftist parties and transnational feminist
alliances. Their interventions contributed to the establishment of institutional
mechanisms such as women’s policy offices, parliamentary committees and
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commissions on gender equality, women’s sections within parties, and inter-
party women’s coalitions. Legal and policy frameworks also evolved within
this context, with the adoption of gender equality legislation and the influ-
ence of EU accession criteria serving as critical levers for institutional change.
These dynamics reveal the complex interplay between local feminist praxis
and international normative pressures, highlighting both the opportunities and
constraints for advancing gender justice in post-socialist political landscapes
(Verloo, 2007; Dahlerup, 2018). In the aftermath of the first multi-party elec-
tions in the countries of Southeast Europe, it became increasingly clear that,
without targeted interventions in the institutional and regulatory frameworks
shaping electoral outcomes, progress toward greater gender equality in politi-
cal representation would remain incremental and insufficient.

Despite progress driven by institutional reforms implemented after the fall
of socialism, no country in Southeast Europe has achieved gender equality
in political representation. Bosnia and Herzegovina presents a fragmented
picture: women’s representation varies significantly across different levels of
governance, and ethno-political dynamics in Republika Srpska continue to
constrain structural change. Kosovo has exceeded its 30 percent quota nation-
ally, but institutional inconsistencies, especially at the municipal level, restrict
progress. Montenegro’s experience is particularly telling. Recent parliamen-
tary terms have seen a modest increase in the number of women MPs, but this
is largely the result of men resigning to assume executive posts, with women
entering parliament as alternates. These changes do not reflect genuine politi-
cal will, but rather the outcomes of the internal electoral regulations, tailored
to the interests of men. Across the board, gender equality remains a distant
goal.

The chapters reveal that systemic barriers impede the effective implementa-
tion of gender quotas. In Montenegro, municipal election commissions have
often published party candidate lists that fail to meet legal gender require-
ments. Also, a common practice has been placing women at the bottom of
party lists. Another practice, observed in Albania and Montenegro, involves
demanding women to resign after being elected so that men can take their
seats. There have also been attempts to reduce the quota threshold, such as the
proposal to reduce the quota threshold in the local councils of Albania from
50 to 30 percent, examples which demonstrate that formal gains can be eas-
ily reversed. Enforcement mechanisms also matter: mild financial penalties
have little effect, whereas rejecting non-compliant lists proves more effective
in compelling parties to adhere to gender quota requirements.

Across the region, women continue to be underrepresented in leadership
positions. In Montenegro, no party has a woman president, and women remain
underrepresented in parliamentary committees and executive roles. A similar
pattern is evident in Serbia, where party leadership structures limit women’s
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ability to influence decisions. In Croatia, while party statutes formally embrace
gender equality, they do not empower women’s sections with decision-making
authority or resources. In Kosovo, although more women hold parliamentary
seats, party women’s forums still have limited leverage over political agendas.
In Bosnia and Herzegovina, fragmented cantonal assemblies and the ethnic
focus of political bargains leave little space for women to access senior roles.

Some of the chapters focused on the gendered division of labour in politics.
In Montenegro, interviews showed that women are often relegated to admin-
istrative and logistical campaign work. This pattern continues in parliament,
where women are underrepresented in key committees. In Slovenia, similar
dynamics persist, with women more often assigned to committees on educa-
tion, health, and social affairs, while men dominate domains such as domes-
tic policy, finance, energy, economy, military affairs. That said, progress is
not entirely absent. In Kosovo, women MPs have taken leadership roles in
areas such as European integration, spatial planning and infrastructure, public
finances, and foreign affairs and diaspora. In Republika Srpska, women have
assumed leadership in areas like finance, public administration, local self-gov-
ernment, and spatial planning and construction. In Albania, women ministers
lead portfolios such as infrastructure and energy, and public administration
and anti-corruption. These examples suggest that the traditional division of
labour is changing, but the change is very slow.

Another key barrier to women’s political advancement is their limited access
to financial resources. In Montenegro, for example, political parties failed to
report how they spent over €500,000 earmarked for gender equality. In Bosnia
and Herzegovina, the fragmented cantonal system offers few consistent chan-
nels to support women’s political careers financially. The limited access to
financial resources reinforces existing inequalities and restricts women’s
opportunities to campaign effectively and advance in their political careers.

12.2 IMPLEMENTATION OF GENDER QUOTAS:
STRUCTURAL IMPEDIMENTS AND PERCEIVED
REALITIES

The structural barriers to women’s political participation are embedded not
only in broader socio-political contexts but also in the formal and informal
rules that govern political competition. These include party statutes and inter-
nal decision-making processes, organizational hierarchies, electoral systems,
and the broader legal and policy environment (Matland & Montgomery, 2003).

As previous comparative research has demonstrated, the implementation of
gender quotas has been one of the most effective instruments for accelerat-
ing women’s political inclusion (Dahlerup & Freidenvall, 2005; Krook, 2009).
Whether mandated by law or adopted voluntarily by political parties, gender
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quotas serve as corrective mechanisms aimed at counteracting the historical
underrepresentation of women and at reshaping the gendered dynamics of
political power.

In SEE countries, the introduction of gender quotas in politics emerged as a
key strategy to promote an upward trend in women’s participation in political
life. More than three decades after the onset of post-socialist transformation,
and through multiple electoral cycles and quota reforms, the chapters in this
volume document a substantial increase in women’s representation at national
and sub-national levels. It is evident that this progress would most likely not
have occurred without the adoption of gender quotas. Gender quotas targets
in politics in SEE countries at national level vary from 30 percent in Kosovo,
Montenegro, and Albania; 35 percent in Slovenia; and 40 percent in Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Croatia, Serbia, and North Macedonia (Table 12.1). They
also produce varied results ranging in the actual parliaments from 19 percent
in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 28.4 percent in Montenegro to 34 percent in
Croatia and Kosovo, 36 percent in Albania, 38 percent in Serbia, 40 percent in
Slovenia, and 42 percent in North Macedonia.

The reason for these variations lies in the fact that electoral gender quotas,
although a very important systemic factor, do not operate in a vacuum but in
a specific socio-political context. The chapters in this book demonstrate that
contextual elements, such as dominant societal values and cultural norms, the
existing political culture, the strength and enforcement of the rule of law, the
structure of electoral systems and political parties, and the vitality and inde-
pendence of feminist and women’s movements, collectively create an environ-
ment that can either enable or hinder the effectiveness of gender quotas.

In the post-war period, the re-traditionalization of society in Bosnia and
Herzegovina reinforced a strong emphasis on ethnic representation, which was
enshrined in the constitution. As a result, political parties adopted a minimal-
istic approach to gender equality in politics. Within this context, gender quotas
have had only a limited impact at both the federal and cantonal levels.

In 2015, Albania strengthened its gender quota system by amending the
Electoral Code to require that every two consecutive names on municipal
council candidate lists include one candidate of each gender, effectively rais-
ing the local-level quota to 50 percent. In contrast, at the national level, the
gender quota threshold remains at 30 percent, due to stronger political resist-
ance to raising the quota in parliamentary elections.

In Montenegro, a broader contextual factor that hinders the effective imple-
mentation of gender quotas is the incomplete institutional transition and the
erosion of already fragile democratic practices. This includes a lack of politi-
cal accountability; weak rule of law, especially the selective enforcement of
gender equality legislation; and a fragmented, hybrid political system that fails
to uphold legal norms in practices.
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Table 12.1 Gender quotas and percentage of women in parliaments in
SEE countries
Country Year of quota Percentage of quota Percentage
introduction (legislated minimum/target) of women in
parliament
Albania 2008 (introduction  30% (legislated candidate 36% (2024 data)
of quotas in the quota).
Electoral Code The threshold was
and the Law on increased to 50% in
Gender Equality) 2015 for local councils,
but the initial national
candidate quota was 30%
Bosnia and 1998 (Provisional ~ 40% (legislated candidate 26.5% (2022
Herzegovina gender quotas quota). convocation data)
(Republika mandated by Early rules required at least
Srpska/RS OSCE following one-third of candidates on
data) the post-war each list to be women
elections)
Croatia 2008 (enactment 40% (legislated candidate 34% (11th Session
of the Act on quota specified in AGE) of Croatian
Gender Equality) Parliament data)
Kosovo 2000 (United 30% (electoral law 36.6% (2025
Nations Mission threshold/candidate quota).  parliamentary
in Kosovo — The Gender Equality Law election data)
UNMIK). The (2015) mandates no less
Law on Gender than 50% representation for
Equality was each gender
enacted in 2004
Montenegro 2011 (reform 30% (legislated candidate 27.16% (2023
of electoral quota minimum) election data)
legislation
prescribing a
minimum quota)
North 2002 (initial 40% (current legislated 42.5% (current
Macedonia introduction of candidate quota for mandate,
a 30% gender parliament and local 2025 data)
quota). The councils, reinforced by a
Law on Gender modified zipper rule)
Equality was
enacted in 2006
Serbia 2004 (Law on 40% (quota increased prior  37.6% (XIV
the Election of to the 2020 elections). convocation in
Deputies) The minimum alternated 2023)

between 30% and 40%
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Country Year of quota Percentage of quota Percentage
introduction (legislated minimum/target) of women in
parliament
Slovenia 2006 (Amendment At least 35% of the total 40% (2022
to the Law on number of candidates on election)
Elections to the list must belong to the
the National underrepresented gender
Assembly).
Constitutional
amendments

concerning quotas
were enacted in
2004

Source: Authors’ review based on official databases of gender quotas in SEE.

In Kosovo, international actors played a pivotal role in advancing gender
equality initiatives. Notably, a 30 percent gender quota was first introduced by
the United Nations Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) in 2000. However, deeply
embedded patriarchal discourses continue to undermine the transformative
potential of such measures. In particular, the discourse on ‘fraternity’ rein-
forces the notion that men are the main political actors, who act on behalf
of the entire population. Gender quotas, while institutionally mandated, often
coexist with cultural narratives that marginalize women’s political agency and
reinforce masculine domination in public life. In this institutional context, the
30 percent threshold for women’s presence in parliament is effectively guaran-
teed through both candidate list composition and post-election seat allocation
adjustments.

At the practical level, several key dimensions identified in the chapters of
this volume are critical to understanding the limited effectiveness of gen-
der quota implementation. These include whether quotas are conceived as
minimum guarantees or as ceilings; the type and design of the quota system,
specifically, whether they apply to electoral candidate lists or to the actual
composition of representative bodies; the presence of placement mandates,
such as the ‘zipper’ rule that alternates men and women candidates to ensure
equitable representation; rules governing the replacement of elected officials,
which can either uphold or undermine the gender balance achieved through
elections; and the existence or absence of effective enforcement mechanisms
or sanctions for non-compliance. These technical aspects do not function in
isolation. They are shaped by broader power dynamics, institutional cultures,
and the extent of political will. Therefore, the effectiveness of quotas depends
not only on their design but also on how they are integrated into the politi-
cal system. In settings where entrenched elites resist meaningful change, even
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well-crafted quotas can become mere formalities that reinforce, rather than
challenge, existing gender hierarchies within political institutions.

Among other factors, general reluctance among political parties to adopt
robust mechanisms for promoting women’s political representation, including
gender quotas, contributes to an environment where special measures remain
largely symbolic and lack transformative impact. As a result, the effectiveness
of gender quotas remains limited, constrained by both institutional inertia and
ideological resistance within the party system.

In Slovenia, gender quotas have become an accepted and normalized part of
the political process. In fact, they are not accepted as party’s genuine attitude
towards gender equality, but as something that ‘is here and must be followed’.
Consequently, even though the legal threshold is relatively low at 35 percent,
and the presence of strong sanctions, such as exclusion from the electoral com-
petition for non-compliance, has led most political parties not only to meet but
often to exceed the minimum requirement when composing their candidate
lists. In this socio-political and legal context, gender quotas have become a
standard feature of electoral competition. As a result, even within the con-
straints of a complex proportional electoral system, gender quotas in Slovenia
have proven capable of fulfilling their intended purpose, advancing a more
balanced gender representation in parliament, typically ranging from 30-40
percent of women MPs, with one sharp drop to 24 percent following an ideo-
logical shift to the right.

A comparable situation can be observed in North Macedonia, where
the introduction of a 30 percent gender quota on the candidates’ lists, later
increased to a 40 percent quota for the election of members of parliament, has
been further reinforced by a modified ‘zipper rule’, requiring that every third
position on a candidate list be reserved for the underrepresented gender. This
measure is supported by mandatory compliance checks, with candidate lists
subject to rejection in cases of non-compliance. These combined mechanisms
have created a strong institutional framework that has facilitated a steady
increase of women’s representation at both national and local levels. Under
these conditions, and with the rule that if a woman MP’s mandate is termi-
nated, the next woman on the candidate list assumes the seat for the remainder
of the term, gender quotas have proven to be a highly effective tool. As a result,
North Macedonia now stands as a regional leader in Southeast Europe, with
the highest proportion of women in the national parliament, currently at 42
percent.

Meanwhile, Albania is a regional leader in women’s representation in local
councils, with women holding 42 percent of local council seats. However,
despite the numeric progress, several concerns persist. There is a growing con-
cern that women’s representation is often instrumentalized by political lead-
ers for political gain. The implementation of gender equality reforms relies
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heavily on international donors, and there is evidence that scepticism about
women’s representation in local councils is on the rise (Dauti & Metaj, 2023).

Quite the opposite is the situation in Montenegro. The implementation of
gender quotas has not yielded the expected results and remains largely weak
and symbolic. Although a 30 percent gender quota is formally required for
national elections, parties typically comply only with the bare minimum.
Moreover, the legal framework lacks effective enforcement mechanisms. Even
when candidate lists fail to meet legal gender requirements, the absence of
mandatory sanctions allows electoral commissions to accept such lists with-
out consequence. As a result, non-compliance often goes unpenalized, and
accountability is virtually non-existent. The effectiveness of gender quotas is
further weakened by the inadequate enforcement of rules governing mandate
replacement. The law stipulates that when a mandate of a councillor or MP
from an underrepresented gender ends, the next candidate of the same gender
on the list should assume the position. However, this provision is often bypassed
through a widely practiced and almost institutionalized workaround: women
candidates voluntarily relinquish their mandates, allowing the seat to pass to
the next male candidate on the list. This practice, embedded in the broader
political culture and accepted as modus operandi of dominant actors, severely
undermines the purpose of gender quotas. In such a context, the transforma-
tive potential of quotas is significantly curtailed, and their impact on achieving
equal gender representation in politics remains minimal. Taken together, these
findings suggest that while quotas have contributed to an increase in women’s
descriptive representation, and left-wing women parliamentarians in Slovenia,
for example, support this mechanism precisely for this reason, they have not
necessarily led to a substantive transformation of gendered power relations
within political institutions.

In Serbia, women parliamentarians support quotas as necessary institu-
tional correctives that disrupt political arenas historically dominated by men.
But they also raise concerns that some women elected through quotas may
lack political experience or act primarily in service of party elites rather than
advancing gender equality. Women respondents from the qualitative research
presented in the chapter argue that quotas do not guarantee substantive rep-
resentation. Women elected via quotas may feel beholden to party leadership,
often dominated by men, rather than empowered to advocate independently for
gender equality or broader feminist agendas. This dynamic can undermine the
transformative potential of quotas, leading to symbolic rather than substantive
inclusion.

These concerns reflect broader tensions within feminist institutionalism
regarding the risk of institutional co-optation where formal gender equal-
ity mechanisms are appropriated by dominant actors to reinforce existing
hierarchies. From a feminist institutionalist perspective, this highlights the
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limitations of such measures when they are not accompanied by deeper chal-
lenges to informal institutions, such as party cultures, leadership norms and
behaviours, and decision-making hierarchies, that continue to marginalize
women’s voices. In this context, the focus on the numerical representation only
risks overshadowing the need for broader structural reforms that would embed
gender equality in the everyday functioning of political institutions.

12.3 ' WOMEN’S POLITICAL REPRESENTATION AT THE
SUB-NATIONAL LEVEL: CANTONS AND LOCAL
COUNCILS

One of this volume’s key contributions is its focus on women’s political repre-
sentation at the sub-national level. To date, this area has received less attention
than women’s representation at the national level (Berevoescu & Ballington,
2021), a pattern that holds true for the region as well (Korunovska et al., 2015;
Dauti, 2022). However, scholars have recently begun calling for greater focus
on local-level politics (Barnett & Shalaby, 2024), where women’s struggles
often go unnoticed.

The three chapters focusing on women’s political representation in the can-
tons of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the local councils of North Macedonia
and Albania reveal that women do not only participate in political institutions
but also engage in substantive representation. Despite the constraints they face,
women representatives advocate for women and community well-being.

The chapter on women’s political representation in the local councils of
Albania reveals that women councillors have played an important role in
advancing social welfare and providing support for marginalized groups.
Women'’s initiatives include efforts to fund services for survivors of domes-
tic violence, support women entrepreneurs, provide scholarships for disad-
vantaged students, and expand local infrastructure and social housing. Some
women representatives have acted through alliances within councils to jointly
advocate for health clinics or improved local roads, while others have pushed
their party groups to prioritize programs for children and vulnerable families.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, women’s political activity at the cantonal
level demonstrates resilience within a deeply fragmented governance system.
Despite institutional complexity and a governance framework that often prior-
itizes ethnic over gender concerns, women elected to cantonal assemblies have
advanced proposals on public education, health care, social service delivery,
violence against women, maternity benefit payments, and pensions for war
veterans’ widows.

In the local councils of North Macedonia, women representatives have
engaged in substantive representation by initiating actions that promote wom-
en’s interests. Women councillors have actively advocated for issues such as
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gender-based violence, the inclusion of gender perspectives in local budgeting,
and improved social services for vulnerable groups, particularly women and
children. They have played key roles in initiating local policies and programs
addressing women’s health, economic empowerment, and access to childcare.
The chapter also shows that women councillors engage with civil society and
collaborate with grassroots organizations.

Other chapters in this volume demonstrate that women engage in substan-
tive representation at the national level as well. Women MPs in Kosovo have
spearheaded initiatives on access to health care, rural development projects,
and programs to expand women’s economic opportunities. The chapter on
the political representation of women MPs on Facebook in Republika Srpska
highlights that, while women’s formal influence may be constrained by party
hierarchies and ethnic politics, social platforms allow them to engage with
issues such as gender-based violence, women’s access to healthcare, reproduc-
tive rights, and support for vulnerable groups, particularly children, parents
of children with disabilities, and large families. The chapter also underscores
the significance of party ideology, revealing important differences between
women MPs within the ruling coalition and the opposition.

International support has played an important role in strengthening wom-
en’s advocacy efforts. For example, in Kosovo, Albania, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina, international development organizations have provided training
programs for women councillors and parliamentarians, supported women’s
caucuses, and facilitated regional knowledge exchanges. These initiatives have
helped women representatives develop a broad array of skills and build net-
works to advocate more effectively for community needs and gender equality.

Despite these contributions, the chapters show that significant challenges
persist. The advocacy efforts of women representatives are often restricted
to policy areas traditionally considered women’s domains, such as health,
education, and social welfare, with fewer in domains like economic develop-
ment, defence, or national security. The chapter on the policy and advocacy
initiatives in the local councils of Albania, a country with one of the high-
est numeric representation of women in local councils in Europe (Council of
European Municipalities and Regions, 2024), confirms these concerns: many
initiatives tend to conform to traditional gender expectations, focusing on car-
egiving or social welfare without confronting deeper structural barriers. A
similar pattern is observed in North Macedonia, where women councillors
primarily focus on areas such as health, education, and social welfare. The
analysis highlights that men in local councils often fail to take issues like
childcare, domestic violence, and women’s economic empowerment seriously;
as a result, these policy areas often remain marginalized. The findings point
to the necessity of shifting from predominantly service-oriented agendas to
more transformative approaches that address systemic inequalities, including
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by encouraging women themselves to challenge the confines of traditional
policy spaces and to build broader coalitions with local actors. The findings
also highlight the importance of engaging men more actively in policy areas
traditionally regarded as women’s domains.

124 WOMEN AND PARTY POLITICS: FROM
MARGINALIZATION TO EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES

The prevailing conclusion derived from the chapters review confirm what has
already been established in the literature: the fact that political parties con-
tinue to function as the predominant gatekeepers of women’s political rep-
resentation (Norris & Lovenduski, 1994). While formal mechanisms such as
gender quotas have increased the number of women in political office, parties
largely control candidate selection, placement on electoral lists, and access
to leadership positions (IDEA, 2021). As such, party elites wield significant
influence over which women advance politically and under what conditions.
This gatekeeping function often reinforces existing hierarchies, with loyalty
to party leadership prioritized over policy expertise or commitment to gen-
der equality (Clayton & Zetterberg, 2021). Consequently, women’s presence in
political institutions does not always translate into substantive representation
or policy influence.

Evidence indicates that obstruction and neglect by major political actors
are the primary impediments to further advancements in women’s political
rights (Sinko, 2023). For example, the women’s section of the party, rather
than embodying the promotion of feminist policies, the advancement of other
women, the facilitation of opportunities, and the establishment of professional
networks, signifies a form of women’s marginalization within the political
party framework. This marginalization relegates women to roles that are con-
ventionally associated with domestic labour and care work (Caul Kittilson,
2013; Celis et al., 2016b).

Women MPs have increasingly assumed leadership roles in parliamentary
committees that were once male-dominated, and women ministers now head
several key ministries. These developments signal a shift toward more equi-
table distribution of policy portfolios and improved visibility of women in
national politics. However, this progress in representation often masks deeper
structural inequalities. Despite increased presence, party structures remain
largely resistant to transformation. They continue to prioritize loyalty to party
elites, often masculine, over equality and merit, limiting women’s access to
meaningful decision-making power. As a result, even women in prominent
positions may have constrained agency, with their influence shaped more
by party hierarchy than by their expertise or policy agendas. Thus, gender
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equality in political leadership remains hindered by entrenched party dynam-
ics and patriarchal norms within political institutions.

As demonstrated in the chapter on Slovenia, the role of political parties is
a primary factor contributing to the underrepresentation of women in poli-
tics. Political parties are particularly powerful when it comes to placing elec-
toral candidates on their respective party lists. Party leadership is often more
inclined to promote powerful men candidates than women, even if they are
already MPs and seeking re-election. Political parties are therefore extremely
powerful and can act as a stepping stone for politicians and enable them to
have a consensual political career or suppress them, and as a result exclude
them from active participation in politics.

The practice of political parties strategically manipulating electoral lists by
placing women candidates in less competitive positions has been identified in
most SEE countries, and recognized as a key factor in the underrepresentation
of women in elected positions. This tactic circumvents the spirit of the law by
effectively diminishing the prospects of women candidates being elected to
office. Furthermore, sanctions for non-compliance are rarely enforced, thereby
highlighting gaps in institutional accountability. Consequently, a limited num-
ber of women are nominated to run for office or placed at the top of candidate
lists for councils beyond the quota minimum.

The case of Montenegro demonstrates that the selection process is a cru-
cial area where both intra-party democracy and gender imbalances become
evident. When asked whether there are appropriate mechanisms aimed at pro-
moting gender equality and women’s rights within their parties, the women
politicians interviewed responded in the negative. According to them, political
parties lack the will to empower the women within their ranks and do not offer
internal education or capacity-building programs inclusive of women.

The implementation of gender quotas has not yielded the anticipated trans-
formation within political parties, particularly concerning attitudes towards
women’s political empowerment. Women continue to report having to prove
themselves at a rate that is twice as high as that of men in order to be nomi-
nated. The study from North Macedonia demonstrates that men typically attain
senior party roles in their early 30s, while women generally achieve compa-
rable positions a decade later. High educational qualifications are frequently
considered a de facto prerequisite for women candidates, thereby indicating a
double standard that is not applied to men.

A comparative review of studies across SEE countries highlights that the
effectiveness of quotas is closely tied to the internal functioning of politi-
cal parties. Without meaningful party reform, particularly in areas of inter-
nal democracy, transparency, and candidate selection processes, quotas risk
producing descriptive rather than substantive representation. Therefore,
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advancing gender equality in political representation requires not only for-
mal mechanisms like quotas but also deeper structural changes within party
organizations.

The ideological orientation of parties, as evidenced in their internal regula-
tions and candidate selection procedures, continues to shape their approach to
gender inclusion. Right-leaning parties tend to frame gender equality as a pri-
vate or societal issue rather than a political priority, while center-left parties,
more supportive of gender equality, have adopted voluntary mechanisms. It
seems that in most of the cases, the ideology of the major parties not only mat-
ters but is entrenched. For example, in Croatia, the liberal party’s adoption of
a non-binding target further illustrates the tendency to favour soft, declarative
approaches over concrete obligations. As a result, the effectiveness of gender
quotas remains limited, constrained by both institutional inertia and ideologi-
cal resistance within the party system.

12.5 WOMEN’S PARLIAMENTARY NETWORKS AS A
GENDER MAINSTREAMING TOOL

Women’s parliamentary networks, informal or formal, have emerged as criti-
cal platforms for amplifying gender issues and enhancing cross-party collabo-
ration. These special working bodies have been recognized as critical actors
in strengthening gender equality, supporting inter-party cooperation, putting
gender issues on the political agenda, proposing or amending laws to address
gender issues, overseeing governmental progress on gender equality, and con-
tributing to a collective process of women’s substantive representation (Celis
et al., 2016a; Sawer, 2020; Ahrens & Erzeel, 2024). Empirical evidence from
SEE countries indicates that party discipline remains an important challenge
for women who want to cooperate along party lines, but that it does not repre-
sent an insurmountable obstacle per se (éiékarié, 2015, 2023).

Most country chapters document the presence of women’s parliamentary
initiatives to join forces according to their ideological positions, which usually
means that they form alliances within their own party or across parties with
similar political positions. In countries such as Serbia, Kosovo, Slovenia, and
Albania, these networks have assumed a prominent role in reinforcing solidar-
ity among women MPs and fortifying collective capacity to shape the parlia-
mentary agenda. However, the fundamental question remains: do the women’s
parliamentary networks possess the capacity to transition from a descriptive to
a substantive model of representation?

The Club of Women Parliamentarians in the Slovenian parliament was
established with the intention of providing a space to discuss and dismantle
the structural and cultural barriers faced by women MPs, foster solidarity
across party lines and promote gender-sensitive policymaking. Nevertheless,
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the authors’ research findings indicate that the club has not adequately met
these objectives. Despite its promising foundations, the club has not effectively
addressed pressing challenges, such as removing obstacles in women’s access
to decision-making processes, and lack of institutional support remains unre-
solved. Moreover, the club’s limited political influence and the absence of a
sustained strategic agenda have constrained its capacity to push for substan-
tive change. Despite that, the authors consider that the club still provides an
opportunity for women MPs to socialize in a more informal setting, break
down ideological barriers, and create a more inclusive and stimulating work-
ing environment for women MPs.

Kosovo’s Women’s Caucus Group stands out in the region as an example
of a women’s parliamentary network actively engaged in institutional reform.
Unlike women’s groups that focus primarily on soft policy areas or symbolic
representation, the Caucus has demonstrated a consistent ability to shape the
internal functioning of the legislature by influencing the leadership and com-
position of parliamentary committees to be more gender-inclusive. The Caucus
exemplifies successful cross-party collaboration for gender equality, managing
to transcend partisan divides in pursuit of shared legislative goals. It has played
a key role in advancing significant national reforms, including the adoption
and implementation of the Gender Equality Law, the development of gender-
responsive budgeting frameworks, and ensuring compliance with international
standards such as CEDAW and the Istanbul Convention.

The Women’s Parliamentary Network (WPN) in Serbia has emerged as a
pivotal platform for promoting gender equality and fostering inter-party coop-
eration, transcending the often polarized nature of Serbian politics. It plays a
crucial role in facilitating cross-party collaboration on gender equality issues.
Women MPs from various political parties have collaborated to prioritize con-
cerns such as domestic violence, gender-based discrimination, and women’s
health. This cross-party approach has gradually integrated gender equality
into mainstream political culture, even if underlying power dynamics appear
to be challenging to modify.

However, its effectiveness remains constrained by broader political dynam-
ics, including centralized party control, limited internal democracy, and
entrenched patriarchal norms within political institutions. These structural
barriers limit the WPN’s ability to push for deeper institutional reforms or
challenge dominant political agendas. Nevertheless, as with Kosovo’s Women’s
Caucus, the WPN’s relative success is underpinned by a combination of ena-
bling factors: committed leadership among influential women MPs, strong
partnerships with civil society and women’s rights organizations, and ongoing
support from international actors and donors. Taken together, these elements
have allowed the WPN to move beyond symbolic representation and contribute
to more substantive legislative and institutional change. It offered a model for
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how women’s parliamentary networks institutionalize gender equality within
complex and often resistant political environments.

Albania’s Alliance of Women Councillors shows how women in local gov-
ernment can form collective platforms to promote community and welfare ini-
tiatives, yet this alliance rarely tackles more transformative or systemic issues,
such as political power-sharing or institutional accountability. The alliance has
enabled collaboration on issues such as education, healthcare, and social pro-
tection, areas often overlooked in mainstream political agendas but crucial to
everyday wellbeing.

Women’s parliamentary networks in the SEE reflect both the gains and
limitations of gender equality efforts in post-socialist and post-conflict new
democracies. Strengthening these networks will require not only institutional
access but also deeper party reform, stronger political will, and sustained sup-
port from feminist movements and civil society organizations.

12.6  DISCRIMINATION, SEXISM AND VIOLENCE
AGAINST WOMEN IN POLITICS: ATTITUDES AND
EXPERIENCES

Women are still predominantly perceived as intruders in politics, a realm
historically and culturally constructed as a men’s domain (Phillips, 1998;
Lovenduski, 2005). Consequently, they often face differential treatment com-
pared to their male counterparts. They are frequently stereotyped as less
knowledgeable, less capable in political debates, less experienced, and more
emotional—stereotypes rooted in longstanding patriarchal norms that seek
to undermine women’s legitimacy and authority in public life (Lovenduski,
2005; Krook, 2017). Furthermore, women politicians are disproportionately
scrutinized and evaluated based on their appearance, image, and bodies rather
than their political ideas or competencies (McKay, 2011). Importantly, vio-
lence against women in politics, ranging from verbal abuse to physical threats,
is increasingly recognized as a deliberate tool to silence and to exclude women
from political life (Krook, 2017; Krook & Restrepo Sanin, 2016), reinforcing
their marginalization and patriarchal power structures. This phenomenon has
been recently observed across SEE as well (éiékarié, 2024; Skubic & Antié
Gaber, 2024, Dauti & Metaj, 2025), where entrenched gender norms continue
to marginalize women’s political participation and visibility. Especially during
and after the wars on the territory of the former Yugoslavia, the processes of
re-patriarchalization, hypermasculinization, and the spread of a culture of vio-
lence led to women’s near disappearance from the public sphere and politics
(Cickarié, 2015).

Many women in politics in SEE face a continuum of gender-based violence
that is deeply embedded in patriarchal structures and present political culture.
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This violence ranges from everyday micro-aggressions to explicit, targeted
misogyny, each form reinforcing women’s marginalization and undermining
their right to equal participation in political life.

Research on this issue in the region remains limited. However, one study on
violence against women in politics in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Miftari, 2019)
found that 60.2 percent of respondents had experienced some form of violence
during their political engagement. Additionally, 96.6 percent of respondents
believed that such violence most commonly takes the form of verbal and emo-
tional abuse. Severe online harassment is also found as one of the reasons that
women politicians in Bosnia and Herzegovina do not fully use the digital plat-
form for the public communication (Popov Momcinovié, 2023).

In Kosovo, the prevalence of sexist and offensive remarks directed at
women politicians, particularly in the media and on social networks, repre-
sents a significant challenge. Media discourse often emphasizes their physi-
cal appearance rather than their professional competence, thereby reinforcing
harmful gender stereotypes and undermining their contributions to political
life. Rather than critically addressing these biases, media outlets frequently
reproduce and normalize them, perpetuating systemic gender-based discrimi-
nation in the political sphere.

In Serbia, women MPs report navigating a deeply gendered political land-
scape shaped by structural inequalities and patriarchal norms. They are rou-
tinely subjected to a spectrum of gender-based discrimination, ranging from
everyday micro-aggressions to more explicit forms of verbal and symbolic vio-
lence. These include being misaddressed and ignored in favour of men despite
equivalent or even superior qualifications and enduring gender-insensitive lan-
guage that diminishes their professional legitimacy. Many women MPs report
having to consistently exceed performance expectations to be recognized as
competent, an experience that underscores the double standards imposed on
women in political life. Almost half of the interviewed women MPs disclosed
encountering sexist humour, demeaning remarks, or inappropriate proposi-
tions from men MPs, interactions that trivialize their presence and normal-
ize a hostile climate. These comments, often targeting physical appearance,
function as a form of symbolic violence that reasserts male dominance and
undermines women’s political subjectivity.

In Slovenia, interviewed women MPs describe how their authority is rou-
tinely undermined through persistent interruptions, dismissal of their contri-
butions, and pressure to shorten their interventions. These behaviours are not
isolated incidents but rather institutionalized practices that communicate to
women that their voices are less legitimate or important. Symbolic and verbal
violence is more or less normalized within parliamentary spaces. Women are
subjected to sexist remarks, being called ‘hysterical’ or needing medication,
explicitly linking their gender with supposed irrationality. Violence escalates
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dramatically when women, especially those from left-wing parties, engage
in public political discourse. MPs recounted severe online and offline abuse,
including sexualized hate speech, threats of rape, and graphic dehumanization.
These are not simply acts of individual malice but often coordinated attempts
to discipline and silence politically active women. Grotesque and sexually vio-
lent threats, both from the public and within their own party, function as a bru-
tal reminder of the gendered risks that come with occupying political space.
Women MPs namely report that they also face hostility from men within their
own political parties, who use public insults and discrediting tactics to main-
tain dominance. These intra-party dynamics reflect how patriarchy operates
even within supposedly progressive spaces. Despite these challenges, women
MPs resist, but only few of them have taken formal action, such as reporting
colleagues to ethics commissions or filing lawsuits, refusing to normalize or
remain silent in the face of abuse.

In North Macedonia, women in politics operate within a patriarchal system
that imposes a ‘double burden’ of political and domestic responsibilities, espe-
cially in conservative and rural communities. These gendered expectations not
only limit women’s access to power but also create fertile ground for politi-
cal violence and harassment. Women politicians routinely face misogynistic
abuse, ranging from sexist remarks and online threats to public verbal attacks,
aiming at silencing and delegitimizing them. One of the rare studies shows
that women councillors face gender-based harassment, including intrusive per-
sonal questions, inappropriate comments, and sexual advances. Nevertheless,
women often downplay threatening situations during campaigns or after elec-
tion. Like in Slovenia, they report negative experiences with both their own
and opposing party members. This highlights additional inter-party challenges
for women, who often feel solely responsible for defending themselves, fearing
that speaking out could damage their careers or be seen as weakness.

Ultimately, this analysis affirms what feminist scholars and activists have
long argued: violence against women in politics is not incidental but widespread
and, in many cases, organized and systemic. It seeks to expel women from the
public sphere, especially when they challenge dominant power structures. It is
a political tool of exclusion, and confronting it requires both individual cour-
age and collective, structural transformation. Recognizing this phenomenon
as violence against women in politics is crucial, as it is not merely a personal
matter but a profoundly political issue, an assault on democratic participation
and gender equality. Parliaments, as workplaces for women MPs, with their
own internal procedures, practices, and organizational cultures (Gavric¢, 2020),
have the potential to play a pivotal role in addressing this form of violence.
However, to date, only one (the Code of Ethics for Deputies of the National
Assembly of the Republic of Slovenia) has been identified as a good practice
in tackling issues such as sexism and sexual harassment within parliamentary
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procedures and policies (OSCE/ODIHR, 2021: 38). But its results are still to
be seen.

12.7  SHIFTING ATTITUDES AND GROWING
ACCEPTANCE OF WOMEN IN POWER

While scholarship on women’s political representation in Southeast Europe
has grown in recent years, much of it has focused on descriptive represen-
tation. Far less attention has been paid to the societal-level consequences of
women’s political inclusion. Are public attitudes toward women’s political
engagement changing? Is there greater acceptance of women as political lead-
ers? These questions have been examined in other contexts, where evidence
shows that women’s presence in political office influences societal percep-
tions, challenges traditional gender norms, and fosters political engagement
(Beaman et al., 2012; Barnes & Burchard, 2013). Yet, in Southeast Europe,
these aspects remain largely unexplored. The chapters in this volume begin
to fill the gap by offering preliminary insights. They point to gradual shifts in
perception, following the increased visibility of women in leadership roles. In
doing so, these contributions begin to illuminate how women’s political pres-
ence in Southeast Europe may be reshaping not only political institutions but
also the broader societal norms.

Although resistance remains, attitudes toward women in politics in the
region are gradually shifting. In the 2025 parliamentary elections in Kosovo,
women won 36.6 percent of seats, exceeding the mandated quota. Women now
lead key parliamentary committees and ministries, reflecting increased voter
trust in women representatives. These changes are also tied to the expanding
mandate of the Women’s Caucus Group, which has moved beyond traditional
areas to shape laws on finance, economic policy, and international frameworks
like CEDAW and the Istanbul Convention. These changes signal a broader
acceptance of women'’s political leadership. International actors have played a
significant role in changing expectations. Enhancing women’s political repre-
sentation has been instrumental to the EU membership agenda. By supporting
the development of local capacities and pushing for institutional transforma-
tion, international actors have signalled to the political establishment that they
need to take women’s political representation seriously.

In Slovenia, the implementation of gender quotas has reshaped expecta-
tions. Most women MPs interviewed supported quotas and credited them with
improving women’s standing, noting that even initially sceptical colleagues
began to show respect as women demonstrated competence in committee
work and parliamentary debate. While some men still expected women ‘to be
quiet or wait their turn’, these attitudes have started to change, with everyday
interactions becoming more professional and less overtly dismissive. In the
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recent decade, significant strides have been made toward increasing women’s
political representation, marking a positive shift in traditionally male-dom-
inated political systems. A notable indicator of this progress is the appoint-
ment of women to some of the highest offices of the state, including prime
minister, president of the state, speaker of parliament, and various ministerial
roles. These advancements not only symbolize individual achievements but
also reflect broader social and institutional changes that challenge patriarchal
power structures and advocate for gender equity in decision-making.

The chapter on women’s political representation in Montenegro reveals gen-
der differences in public perceptions. While 62.4 percent of survey respond-
ents agreed with the statement ‘Montenegrin women and men have equal
opportunities for advancement in political life’, a higher percentage of men
than women agreed with the statement. The gender gap, argue the authors in
this volume, suggests that ‘Montenegrin women are more aware of or are more
affected by the structural and cultural barriers hindering their participation
and advancement in political life’. The survey revealed numerous barriers to
women’s participation in political life, such as the traditional division of house-
hold labour—women being primarily associated with caregiving and house-
hold responsibilities—the belief that men are better suited for political roles,
and stereotypes portraying women as incapable of making political decisions
and holding leadership roles.

In Republika Srpska, women politicians have become more visible by using
social media platforms to highlight their work on gender-sensitive policies and
community issues. Although much of their focus remains in traditionally gen-
dered policy areas, this visibility marks a departure from earlier patterns of
exclusion. It also suggests a slow shift in public perceptions of what roles are
acceptable for women leaders within ethnically polarized political systems.
Similarly, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, women politicians are more present
in public debates and increasingly featured in media stories, particularly at
the cantonal level, where they often advance proposals related to education,
health, and local services. However, the fragmented political system continues
to prioritize ethnic over gender considerations, limiting deeper shifts in insti-
tutional attitudes.

Despite these gains, challenges persist. Women continue to be underrep-
resented in most positions of power. Women politicians are more likely to
face gendered criticism, including scrutiny over their appearance, personal
lives, and communication styles. Online harassment and abuse, often more
intense and personal for women, further discourage political participation.
Nevertheless, the trajectory is one of progress. More women are running for
office and winning elections, at the national, sub-national and local levels.
While obstacles remain, the gains made thus far underscore the resilience and
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determination of women in the region to claim their place in shaping public
policy and governance.
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