
WOMEN IN GLOBAL 
AND LOCAL PUBLIC 
SPACES: 

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 
RESEARCH INITIATIVE



            HDRI Women’s Day Special Edition

 

HDRI WOMEN’S DAY SPECIAL EDITION 

WOMEN IN GLOBAL AND LOCAL PUBLIC SPACES: 
THE POWER TO REIMAGINE DEVELOPMENT  

Strategic Watch Team  

8 March 2018 

The views and opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
represent the views of HDRI. The designations employed and the presentation of material throughout this 
review do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of HDRI concerning the legal 
status of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or boundaries. 

© HDRI 2018 
All rights reserved  
Published in 2018 by the Human Development Research Initiative (HDRI) 

Layout by Chiara Falduto 

�1



            HDRI Women’s Day Special Edition

AUTHORS 

Federico MASCOLO 

Manuel GUERRERO  

Sofia MORGAVI 

Sophia QADIR 

Vassiliki MALOUCHOU 

Fiona NOUDJENOUME 

Sarah THOMPSON 

Gabriela BERNAL 

Kathleen GEORGE JACK 

Meritxell LLUIS GUMIEL 

 

�2



            HDRI Women’s Day Special Edition

Introduction  

2017 was described as the year where progress towards gender equality stalled (Cann, 2017) and data 
does not indicate the contrary. According to the World Economic Forum’s data on gender equality 
(WE Forum, 2017), salaries have been rising but gender gaps still persist. In positions of power, women 
represented only 18.3% of government positions as of January 2017 (UN Women, 2017). Violence 
towards women also remains high: It is estimated that 1 in 3 women between the age of 15 and 49 
years old have experienced physical and/or sexual violence by their intimate partner (World Health 
Organization, 2016). These are some facts that could be used to highlight the insufficiency of progress 
towards gender equality.  

However, despite the halt in progress outlined above, women achieved many important milestones 
towards gender equality. We have witnessed some important breaks across the globe, such as the 
adoption of domestic laws in Kyrgyzstan, or the lift of the driving ban for women in Saudi Arabia. In 
other sectors, such as entertainment, we have also seen how movies led by and directed by women 
contributed to breaking records in what could be considered traditionally male genres (Hughes, 2017), 
opening the discussion for more inclusivity and representation of women in the public eye. Some 
women have felt empowered to raise their voices , discuss more, and choose the path that best suits 
their way of living, in a more inclusive, diverse and equal manner.  

In this special edition to celebrate International Women’s Day, HDRI’s Strategic Watch Team will focus 
on how women have dominated  global and local public spaces in the past year, and how it will open a 
window for change in the upcoming one. Covering topics that we believe are most important to foster 
development and progress towards gender equality: from the profile of Liberia’s ex-president, the first 
female head of state in Africa, to the Women4Climate initiative empowering future female leaders in 
global climate discussions, we will explore how women took action and set critical milestones to pave 
the way towards a more equal and inclusive society. Every action, every decision is important, since it 
brings us one step closer to equality.  
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1. RENEWED RELATIONS OF POWER: WOMEN’S VOICES IN THE GLOBAL PUBLIC SPACE 

In the first section, we cover the role of women in positions of power. Describing the importance of 
including women in the development process, HDRI decided to cover the profile of Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf, the first female head of state in Africa. Secondly, we focused on the role of another important 
woman; Maria de Jesús Patricio, best known by her supporters as “Marichuy”. She represents an 
opening for the participation of indigenous women’s voices in Mexican national politics.  
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ELLEN JOHNSON SIRLEAF: PORTRAIT OF A WOMAN PRESIDENT  

by Federico MASCOLO 

On January 22, 2018, Liberia’s democratic process culminated with Ellen Johnson Sirleaf stepping 
down after 12 years and the peaceful transfer of the presidency to George Weah. This was only the 
last step towards normality achieved by Sirleaf, one of the most important female voices from the past 
decade. By becoming, in 2005, the first elected female head of state in Africa, she broke the glass 
ceiling on what remains a highly patriarchal continent. In 2011, she was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize for her “non-violent struggle for the safety of women and for women's rights to full participation 
in peace-building work.” Nevertheless, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf is not your usual feminist icon. 

Sirleaf was involved in government well before becoming president. After graduating from Harvard’s 
School of Government, she worked with the Americo-Liberian administration and then served briefly 
as president of the Liberian Bank for Development and Investment in 1980, when the African-Liberian 
Samuel Doe took power after a coup. In an increasingly perilous political environment, she did not 
avoid taking harsh positions in defense of human rights.  For that, she was jailed twice before fleeing 
the country and making a career in international institutions such as the IMF, the UN and the World 
Bank. At the end of the civil war in 2005, when she returned to run for president, she was by and large 
the candidate with the most experience in administration and advocacy. 

Being an educated candidate was not enough to be elected president in a country devastated by a 
civil war that had caused around 250,000 casualties. Sirleaf became the face of a unique, non-violent 
grassroots movement launched by Liberian women that sought to end a war they perceived as having 
been caused by men. “Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace” was fundamental to ending the war 
– they forced President Charles Taylor into peace talks – as well as to having Sirleaf, a woman, elected. 
The unofficial slogan of Sirleaf’s presidential campaign was “Vote for Women” (Cooper, 2017). Liberian 
women voted for Sirleaf, regardless of her experience, simply because she was a woman. 

According to the leader of the movement, Leymah Gbowee (with whom Sirleaf shares the Nobel 
Peace prize), Sirleaf has not repaid the trust she received: Liberia remains extremely poor, the 
administration has been accused of corruption and nepotism, and most problems related to women’s 
rights – female genital mutilation, gender equality in education, violence against women – have not 
been solved (Ford, 2018). However, these criticisms should not obscure Sirleaf’s role in laying down the 
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new foundations of the country. She was able to obtain 4.6 billion dollars in debt relief from 
international institutions and succeeded in attracting investments to a devastated country (IMF, 2010). 
She oversaw policies enacting free and universal elementary education, as well as laws on freedom of 
information and domestic violence (Ford, 2018). 

Most importantly, peace endured under her presidency. Sirleaf can be characterized as a true politician 
– one that dirties her hands and accepts that compromises and non-optimal outcomes are necessary 
to achieve concrete results. Her ultimate goal was peace, and she achieved it by taking decisions that 
at times were morally or politically questionable – including having three of her sons in key 
government positions. 

Criticism should not obscure her role in fighting for women’s rights and driving a country out of war, 
legitimized by two democratic elections. Nor it should obfuscate the importance of her example for 
women around the world. She became president because she was an educated practitioner, but most 
importantly because Liberian women decided that a woman, and not a man, should drive the country 
out of the civil war. Her example, and that of the women who rallied behind her, is there to say that 
“surely, there is no place for the continuing belief that leadership qualities belong to only one gender” 
(Johnson Sirleaf, 2011). 
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MARICHUY’S CAMPAIGN TO BE THE FIRST INDIGENOUS WOMAN TO RUN FOR PRESIDENT  

by Manuel GUERRERO  

 

Photo by Adolfo Vladimir/Cuartoscuro.com 

In May 2017, María de Jesús Patricio Martínez, or “Marichuy” as she is known by her supporters, was 
selected by the National Indigenous Congress (CNI) to run as an independent candidate for the 
Mexican presidency. This is the first time the CNI has selected a candidate for the national stage and 
only the second time a woman has decided to run for the presidency in Mexico. Marichuy’s campaign 
represents a new opening for the participation of indigenous and women’s voices in Mexican national 
politics. 

Marichuy is a Mexican Nahua from the state of Jalisco. She has devoted her life’s work to traditional 
medicine and advancing indigenous and human rights. In 1992, she founded the Calli Tecolhuacateca 
Tochan Clinic in her local community of Tuxpan, where she receives funding and support from the 
University of Guadalajara. 

In 1996, Marichuy was a founding member of the CNI, a nationwide indigenous congress with the aim 
of bringing the concerns of indigenous groups to the national consciousness under the motto “Never 
again a Mexico without us.” For the past 20 years, Marichuy has been an active member of the CNI 
and currently serves as their leading spokeswoman. In 2001, she was a speaker in Mexico’s National 
Congress where she spoke in defense of indigenous women nationwide.  

Marichuy’s candidacy comes partly as a response to the effects of Mexico’s drug war which has claimed 
more than 100,000 lives since 2006. 2017 marked the drug war’s deadliest year with 25,339 recorded 
murders (Associated Press in Mexico City, 2017).  Women have been heavily affected by the drug war 
and Mexico’s ongoing patriarchal violence, with femicides growing at an alarming rate. A study 
released by UN Women found that the past 6 years accounts for nearly one third of the 52,210 
femicides in Mexico since 1985 (BBC Monitoring, 2018).  

During a 6-day campaign tour of the autonomous Zapatista territories in Chiapas, Marichuy noted that 
women must be able to transform the pain, rage and oppression they experience from Mexico’s 
outbreak of war and gendered violence into an organized response to “dismantle the power from 
above, building with determination and without fear, the power from below.” (Castellanos, 2017). At 

�7



            HDRI Women’s Day Special Edition

each of the stops in her Chiapas tour, only women were given the platform to speak alongside 
Marichuy. Several generals from the Zapatista army gave speeches, as well as the mother of one of the 
43 students who was disappeared in Ayotzinapa, Guerrero in 2014. 

Marichuy and her supporters spoke against Mexico’s femicides, sexual violence and racial exploitation, 
and in support of the environment, community-building from below, feminism and democratic politics 
(Castellanos, 2017). Although Marichuy is the official spokeswoman of Mexico’s indigenous congress, 
her presidential agenda stretches beyond indigenous issues and seeks to create a new Mexico 
through an inclusive political mandate informed by radical democratic politics. As President, she would 
seek to lead through a 7-point agenda, including: “serve and not self-serve; construct and not destroy; 
obey and not order; propose and not impose; convince and not conquer; work from below and not 
seek to climb; represent and not replace” (Young, 2017).  

Despite the initial success of Marichuy’s tour, the last days of her campaign were marked by a series of 
tragedies. On January 21, her caravan was ambushed by armed men who detained three of the 
journalists covering her campaign and stole their equipment before releasing them. Then, on February 
15, Marichuy’s caravan suffered a road accident killing Marichuy’s CNI compañera, Eloísa Vega Castro, 
and injuring Marichuy and several others. Marichuy was cleared from surgery on February 17 but 
cancelled all future campaign activities in respect for her compañera. 

While Marichuy was ultimately unsuccessful in obtaining the 866,000 signatures required to enter into 
the presidential ballot by the February 19 deadline, Marichuy maintains that her goal has always been 
to look beyond Mexico’s presidential elections and to encourage Mexicans to organize themselves and 
transform Mexico under the guiding principles of a horizontal and all-inclusive approach to democracy 
(Almazán, 2018). The challenge showcased by Marichuy’s campaign is a revolutionary step in 
advancing indigenous and feminist politics and putting an end to the violence inherent in Mexico’s 
patriarchal political culture. 
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2. WOMEN IN PUBLIC SPACES: COLLECTIVE ENGAGEMENT TOWARDS EQUALITY 

Our second section aims to cover how collective engagement will be vital to achieve actual equality. 
Focusing on public spaces, we decided to tackle the issue of urbanism policies, in order to analyse 
how gender plays an important role in making public space safe and equal to everyone.  

We also study the growing impact of women’s networks to make workplaces more inclusive, diverse 
and equal. This article is followed by an article on the #MeToo movement, highlighting what it 
revealed from our societies and how it triggered a need for change, the second section of the special 
edition gives voice to women in other areas that deserve to be heard.  

 

�9



            HDRI Women’s Day Special Edition

WOMEN AND THE METROPOLIS  

by Sofia MORGAVI 

Is urbanism gender-biased? Does masculine domination, quite visible in other issues of human 
development, also influence the way the cities are built? 

In the 1990s, the Austrian capital Vienna started taking into account women’s use of public space in 
order to better plan out the city (City Lab, 2013). This type of practice, called gender mainstreaming, 
takes into account the different implications for men and for women when designing a public policy. 
The concept was officially endorsed by the United Nations in the 1995 Fourth World Conference on 
Women. The ultimate goal of gender mainstreaming is to achieve gender equality through policy, and 
in the case of cities, guarantee equal access to urban resources (UN Women). 

In Vienna, city officials realized that urban policies did not fit everybody’s needs when carrying out an 
extensive study on urban mobility patterns. If men usually use their car or public transportation twice a 
day to go to work and back, women have much more complex patterns. According to a survey 
conducted by the city’s Women’s Office in 1999, they use more public transportation, make more trips 
and run more errands on foot with children or elderly people (Chalaby, 2017). 

Vienna therefore set out to create a more inclusive city by targeting women’s daily needs within public 
space (City of Vienna). Pedestrian mobility was improved by enlarging sidewalks for strollers and 
wheelchairs, adding more public lighting, making staircases and buses more accessible. The same 
approach was extended to other urban spaces within the city and created “unisex” parks that 
encourage girls to use those urban amenities. For instance, volleyball and badminton courts were 
added in addition to football and basketball courts, providing a wider range of activities and targeting 
different users. Women therefore felt more comfortable moving around the city and using spaces that 
were traditionally monopolized by men (Avis, 2013). 

The Austrian capital was a pioneer in taking into account women’s use of public space and planning 
the city accordingly. Twenty years later, Vienna is one of the most advanced cities in fully integrating 
gender in its urban planning. The United Nations Settlements Program designated the policy as a best 
practice in 2008 (UN-HABITAT, 2008), and many other metropolises around the world are following its 
example. A few examples: anti-harassment and manspreading campaigns in public transportation, 
small tiles depicting Indian gods glued on walls to stop men from urinating in the street, the “Why 
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loiter” movement that organizes nocturnal walks in Mumbai for women to reclaim the streets 
(Womenability).  

Women may experience public space negatively; they may  feel unsafe, especially at night, in areas 
with bad public lighting and few people. Women are also much more at risk of being bothered, 
sexually harassed or assaulted, whether it be in the streets or in public transportation (Pinoncely, 
2016) . It has come to attention that cities, though unintentionally, have been mainly designed by and 
for men. The right to safe public space is crucial to guarantee the right to equal access to urban 
resources for women. The right to the city is still an understated approach for women empowerment, 
as women city officials are underrepresented. The ultimate goal is to reduce violence, discrimination 
and exclusion, and urbanism is a way to encourage change, modify behaviors and include all citizens 
equally. As cities tend to agglomerate more than half of the global population, creating women-
friendly environment and better access to urban amenities do seem critical for promoting gender 
equality. 
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WOMEN'S NETWORKS AND DIVERSITY IN THE WORKPLACE: A NEW FRONTIER FOR GENDER 
EQUALITY  

by Sophia QADIR 

Women’s networks appear to be a growing trend in multinational enterprises, touted for their ability to 
further diversity and to create inclusive workspaces. However, their rise has not occurred without 
controversy, as many people are convinced that they achieve the opposite of what they set out to do: 
specifically, instead of furthering equality in the workplace, they increase the existing gaps between 
men and women and marginalize those they set out to help. How might we rethink the model of 
women’s networks in 2018 to mitigate these criticisms? 

While the specifics of women’s networks vary from company to company, the mission of most women’s 
networks is to foster the professional development of women in the workplace. The activities of 
women’s networks, ranging from panel discussions to forums to mentorship programs and more, 
illustrate the value of solidarity and inclusivity among colleagues and can have a positive impact on the 
workplace. For example, they serve a key role as business partners, facilitating business objectives and 
rendering the workplace more welcoming and cohesive. This is especially important in sectors where 
women are heavily underrepresented, such as in STEM and executive fields. 

 As is the case with all affinity networks, the preponderance of women’s networks today is based on the 
underlying premise that diversity is valuable. This claim extends beyond ethical considerations to the 
idea that a diverse workforce is fundamental to business success, because it creates an innovative, 
competitive company that attracts the best talent. Furthering diversity, in terms of gender, race, sexual 
orientation, or other criteria, therefore makes sense, and affinity networks can serve as support systems 
for groups who feel underrepresented in the workplace. 

However, criticisms of affinity networks should not be ignored, for these sentiments are echoed by a 
non-negligible portion of the population and need to be addressed. To begin, the concept of diversity 
varies across cultures with changing norms and societal realities. Legal frameworks, too, vary in 
different country contexts and make company-wide policy making difficult. Most importantly, many 
women and men alike are concerned that the existence of women’s networks distracts from the 
struggle against gender inequality, fighting the issue merely at face value and taking attention away 
from other endemic factors that allow gender inequality to persist.  
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Given these legitimate criticisms, how might we reimagine the evolution of women’s networks, 
removing the stigma that they exist to placate women rather than to actually promote them? Firstly, we 
could rethink the current model: instead of making women’s networks inclusive spaces limited for 
women, what if we were to include men? It is important to recognize that men are essential partners in 
the fight for gender equality, and their presence could fight the perception that these networks are 
exclusive spaces. Moreover, women’s networks should exist among a slate of other policies that 
address gender equality at the company level. This could include assuring diverse slates in 
recruitment, encouraging anti-bias training sessions, and recognizing the existence of systemic 
obstacles to women’s advancement that prohibit placing full responsibility for advancement on the 
individual. Importantly, given that company culture in most multinational enterprises is top-down, 
individuals in leadership positions must be willing to commit to and fight for policies that concretely 
advance gender parity in order to effect change. That company values in many multinational, western 
enterprises are changing is undeniable, and proponents of diversity should welcome these changes 
with organized plans, should they wish to ensure their perennity. 

  

Bibliography 

Newman, R. (2016, July 27). 8 Ways to Make Your Corporate Women's Network Successful. Retrieved March 06, 2018, from https://
www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/8-ways-to-make-your-corporate-womens-network-successful_us_57977053e4b0e339c23f90c8 

O'Neil, D. A., Hopkins, M. M., & Sullivan, S. E. (2011). Do Women's Networks Help Advance Women's Careers? Career Development 
International. doi:10.1108/13620431111187317 

Wittenberg-Cox, A. (2013, June 12). Your Company Doesn't Need a Women's Network. Retrieved March 06, 2018, from https://hbr.org/
2013/06/your-company-doesnt-need-a-wom 

  

 

�13

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/8-ways-to-make-your-corporate-womens-network-successful_us_57977053e4b0e339c23f90c8


            HDRI Women’s Day Special Edition

THE #METOO MOVEMENT  

by Vassiliki MALOUCHOU  

 

The myriad of allegations of sexual misconduct against Harvey Weinstein that emerged in October, 
2017 were the catalyst for a social movement denouncing such behavior in the workplace. While 
prominent men of the industry were progressively condemned, thousands of women tweeted #MeToo 
to express their own experiences of sexual harassment or assault.  

The term was first coined by activist Tarana Burke who used it to empower women of color who had 
experienced sexual abuse. Following the Weinstein scandal, actress Alyssa Milano popularized it by 
inciting women to retweet #MeToo. If they had also experienced sexual harassment, they retweeted to 
show its prevalence and to empower  victims through empathy. 24 hours after Milano’s tweet, the 
hashtag was shared a million times and continues to spread not in the US and across the world  
(Gilbert, 2017). By January 2017, the hashtag was tweeted 4.7 million times by women, men and 
celebrities alike (The Economist, 2017). 

Social media activism is often criticized for its passivity. But the #MeToo movement not only revealed 
the magnitude of sexual harassment in the workplace, it also gave impetus to a long overdue public 
conversation about it. According to a Yougov poll conducted from October to November 2017 with 
American, British, French and German participants, 50% of women have been harassed at least once 
in their working lives. In the US, 2 to4% of women are sexually coerced at the workplace in any given 
year (The Economist, 2017) . Despite its extent, workplace harassment long remained a untold secret. 
Social media activism encouraged conversations and the imposition of sanctions going far beyond the 
movie industry. #MeToo spread in the fields of:politics, academia, media, sports, medicine… In the US, 
Representative John Conyers and Senator Al Franken went into forced retirement after allegations 
from coworkers and staff members. The US Gymnastics team doctor Larry Nassar- who faced 
accusations since 2015 without consequences– was sentenced to 40 to 125 years in prison for 
assaulting 150 young women, some of whom were underage.  

The movement also sparked regional initiatives across the globe. Even in China, #WoYeShi, a 
movement of mostly anonymous denunciations in universities, emerged against censorship (The 
Economist, 2018). 
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However, the impact has not been as substantial everywhere. In the US, where the movement has 
resulted in the most step-downs, layoffs and sentences, industries like those of finance or music but 
also marginalized groups like sex workers, have been left out. Its regional success is also mitigated. In 
France, #BalanceTonPorc was criticized for its supposed puritanism. Most importantly, #MeToo has 
failed to spread effectively in countries where women occupy a limited position in the public sphere. 
Critics have also pointed to the difficulty of finding a clear definition for sexual harassment and have 
warned against the potential adverse effects of generalized accusations. 

Despite these debated aspects, it is undoubtable that #MeToo has encouraged fighting sexual assault 
in the workplace. But will it lead to lasting change? Unless the emerging social norm becomes 
accepted by wider segments of society, the movement’s legacy might be short lived.  
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3. WOMEN AT THE FOREFRONT OF NEW ECONOMIC AND CLIMATE RISKS: THE POWER TO 
REIMAGINE DEVELOPMENT  

The last section of this special edition focuses on women and the power they hold to reimagine 
development. Microfinance has become a very powerful tool to foster women’s independence  and to 
take their future into their own hands. We also chose to focus on how worldwide forums tackle the 
issue of women in development, and how this year’s World Economic Forum was entirely chaired by 
women, as a very symbolic milestone. This sets a new way of thinking about worldwide forums and 
how they address gender equality. Finally, we had a look at an initiative launched by some European 
mayors for women to explore concepts related to climate change and inspire the next generation of 
climate leaders; with women being the heroes of new paths for development.  
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WOMEN'S EMPOWERMENT THROUGH MICROFINANCE: A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE  

by Fiona NOUDJENOUME 

 

The role of women in developing countries is largely mysterious to many in the Western world. In 
these countries, many women are hard-working, supporting their families and contributing to the 
economic growth of their communities by leading income-generating activities. In South Asia, 
according to the OECD, the female participation rate in the economy is 40% higher than that of men, 
which is not negligible. Moreover, in the Women in Africa study published in 2013, the OECD 
estimated that women constitute 70% of African continent's agricultural workforce and contribute to 
the production of 90% of food (OECD, 2013). Women's empowerment must therefore be a central 
project of global human development, and political and economic decision-makers must improve the 
socio-economic status of women. Microfinance represents one way to achieve this goal and stimulate 
the economic power of women. Despite certain internal and improvable weaknesses, the microfinance 
system provides hope for the empowerment of women and the growth of developing societies. 

As early as the 1970s, the idea of microfinance was touted as a means for developing countries to 
reduce their poverty. Invented by Professor Muhammad Yunus, microfinance aims to provide 
widespread access to basic financial services such as small loans to marginalized and poor populations. 
Microfinance has been considered a means of creating productive activities and very small businesses. 
With microfinance, the paradigm of the institutional approach to development (IMF, World Bank) is 
reversed into a much more local, inclusive and effective approach among target populations. 

 Applied to the goal of women's empowerment, microfinance brings the vast majority of women from 
the informal sector or low-skilled jobs into the formal labor market, including via the creation of small 
businesses. Microfinance targets mainly - and sometimes exclusively - women because they have the 
power to drive growth and social development in their societies. Indeed, they are very sensitive to 
financial products such as credit, savings, micro-insurance and the management of risks. A 2007 report 
shows that by the end of 2006, microfinance had impacted more than 79 million of the world's poorest 
women (Daley-Harris S., 2007). Ten years later, Convergences published the 2016 Barometer of 
Microfinance and announced that "81% of microfinance borrowers are women". Under the leadership 
of Muhammad Yunus, more than 200 microcredit institutions now exist in the world.  
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Microfinance encompasses   considerable assets, including the provision of financial resources to 
thousands of women, enabling them to create small business and gain independence.The income 
generated can help ensure the health, safety and well-being of their families. For very poor 
households, microfinance protects against the risks of everyday life. On the legal side, the impact of 
microfinance is remarkable in that women now have access to property and can legally emancipate 
themselves from men (e.g. their fathers or husbands) who, traditionally, were in charge of major legal 
decisions. However, in order to make microcredit an effective tool for women's empowerment, certain 
risks must be overcome. Indeed, the multiplication of microcredit can create a situation of 
indebtedness and therefore a source of impoverishment, far from the primary objective of 
microfinance. Similarly, for the empowerment goal underlying microfinance to be realized, 
beneficiaries must be able to devote enough time to their projects that they can succeed. 

 In general, microfinance permits women to carry out an important economic role. Microfinance has 
the potential to contribute to gender equality and promote sustainable livelihoods for women (ILO, 
(2008) enabling women in developing countries to be better integrated into changing economies and 
to generate the capital necessary to stabilize their homes financially and socially. 
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Dominating Davos: Female Representation at the World Economic Forum 

 by Sarah THOMPSON 

The World Economic Forum (WEF) annual meeting in Davos, Switzerland sets out to ‘improve the state 
of the world’. This high-profile event focuses on global problems such as globalization, capital markets, 
international conflicts, and environmental problems and brings together global leaders from politics, 
business, civil society, and academia to discuss solutions. It is also, however, infamously known for 
being dominated by men. Samuel Huntington coined the term “Davos Man” to describe attendees of 
this conference (Zillman, 2018). While not his original intention in creating this label, it certainly 
highlights the fact that the majority of event attendees are men. Indeed, until 2017, the share of 
female participants was consistently below 20% of the nearly 2,000 attendees (Zillman, 2018). 

 In 2018, however, the WEF tried something new. For the first time in its 48-year history, this year’s WEF 
annual meeting was entirely chaired by women, including  Erna Solberg, Prime Minister of Norway, 
Christine Lagarde, Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund, Chetna Sinha, Founder and 
Chair of Mann Deshi Foundation, and Ginni Rometty, Chairman, President and CEO of IBM. When 
WEF announced the co-chairs, the press release simply stated that they, “represent both the public 
and private sectors, international organizations, organized labour, academia and science as well as civil 
society and social entrepreneurship,” while not drawing attention to the fact that all co-chairs were 
women (World Economic Forum, 2017a). 

 Many see 2017 as a watershed moment for women speaking out and having their voices heard, 
arguably stronger and more loudly than ever before. From the #MeToo movement, to the countless 
men in significant positions of power being deposed following accusations of sexual harassment, the 
last year has seen significant strides in efforts to advance gender equality. In the wake of these 
movements, and the criticism the WEF has received in the past over its meagre female representation, 
it is no coincidence that this year’s co-chairs were all women and more panels were devoted to women 
and gender equality issues. 

 However, in spite of the WEF’s efforts, the overall female representation at the 2018 meeting was still 
much lower than the male presence. Owing to this problem is the continuing scarcity of women in 
senior roles in business and politics: in 2017, only 22% of senior managerial positions were held by 
women (World Economic Forum, 2017b). While recent years have seen a slight shifting of priorities to 
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include more gender-focused panels in Davos, even the WEF’s own research shows there is a long way 
to go to even the playing field worldwide for women. In the United States, for example, women are 
still earning, on average, 20% less than men (Carter, 2018). Problematically, the WEF found that 
women’s economic disadvantage is actually worsening worldwide, so much so that, at our current rate, 
it will take 217 years to close the global economic gender gap (World Economic Forum, 2017b). Moral 
rationale aside, it makes good economic sense to ensure women have the tools and opportunities to 
succeed. In fact, the IMF has found that reducing gender inequality can decrease income inequality 
and also promote sustainable development (Gonzalez et al., 2015). However, given that a key cause of 
the gender pay gap is the disproportionate amount of female representation in positions of power, it is 
critical that more women participate in the dialogue. 

 So, while the #MeToo movement and the WEF’s more prominent efforts to make women’s voices 
heard in the discourse on global development are important, we still have a long way to go. 
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The WOMEN4CLIMATE Initiative  

by Gabriela BERNAL 

Climate change. A divisive and controversial topic at the forefront of debates worldwide.Those 
increasingly taking action to combat climate change are women. The groundbreaking Paris Agreement 
was largely designed by female leaders from a diverse range of countries who all see climate change 
as a universal challenge to be tackled through collective action (C40, 2016). The importance of female 
participation in this field is supported by the fact that women are disproportionately affected by 
climate change, according to the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) (UNFPA, 2009). In light of 
these facts, female influencers from around the world decided to create the Women4Climate Initiative.  

The Women4Climate Initiative was launched in Paris last year, with 10 mentees and over 103 
candidates, mentored by Laurence Tubiana, CEO of the European Climate Foundation and several 
other leaders in the climate change field. The second edition was held this year in Mexico on February 
26. The conference was attended by, among others, the mayors of Paris, Tokyo, Montreal, Barcelona, 
and Christiana Figueres, former head of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) (Stehli, 2018).] Multiple cities agreed to set up local mentorship programs to help 
women with their climate change-tackling endeavours.  

The aims of the initiative are to bring together global female leaders from civil society organizations 
and city governments to: 1) empower and inspire the next generation of female climate change 
leaders, 2) influence current debates on climate change, 3) encourage action that will promote 
sustainability, and 4) raise awareness on the key role women play in the climate arena (C40, 2017). The 
first conference was held in 2017 in New York where the mayors of Paris, Mexico City, Cape Town, 
Caracas and other cities vowed to support and encourage women fighting climate change (C40, 
2018).  

The role that women play in combating the effects of climate change have long been downplayed and 
underestimated. Initiatives like Women4Climate help shine light on the conversations being held, 
ideas being explored, and actions taken by women. In this context, women bring several unique 
strengths to the table. There are women around the world who are educating, leading, innovating, and 
inspiring in this field (UNFPA, 2009). The UNFPA maintains that incorporating a gender perspective 
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into climate change policies, projects and funds is of utmost necessity to ensure that women 
contribute to and benefit from fair climate solutions (UNFPA, 2009).  

Climate change is an issue that affects people from all countries, races, and socio-economic 
backgrounds. However, especially in developing countries, women are often the demographic group 
who suffer the most. Women are usually the ones responsible for collecting food and water and for 
managing energy in their households. This means that when a flood hits or during severe droughts, 
women will end up eating less because their male counterparts are given preferential treatment 
(Tugend, 2017). Similarly, the prevalence of deforestation means that many women and girls now find 
themselves having to travel further, spending more time, to gather energy-generating materials for the 
house, such as firewood.  

Women facing such challenges every day profoundly understand the importance of tackling the 
destructive effects of climate change and form an integral part of any effective countering action plan. 
They have insights that cannot be gained through books or calculations. They have experiences. 
Experiences which are shaping their lives and that of their children and subsequent generations. The 
Women4Climate initiative brings together such women with powerful influencers who can, together, 
merge their abilities to make a concrete difference. The Paris Agreement was a significant win for 
women around the world, but they are ready to do more and take on the ever-evolving challenges 
associated with our changing climate.  
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Conclusion 

Both Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and Marichuy’s profiles show the hardships some women have had to 
endure in order to make their messages heard loudly and clearly. Fighting for values, ideas and 
communities does not only belong to women, even though gender equality is still predominantly 
tackled by its first victims. Their stories tell us that organization and persistence will be the key to 
changing the way our society and politics work.  

Women also participated and took action in other areas of the public sphere. Gender urbanism 
policies aim at providing an equal use of public spaces and increasing the representation of women 
city officials to encourage change and include all citizens in an equal way. Women’s participation in the 
workplace was also an important issue in 2017. Women’s networks are key to ensuring equality at the 
company level. They allow women to express themselves, to be heard and to feel equal with the rest 
of their coworkers. What we must expect from 2018 is that companies understand these needs and 
incorporate them in their values, because that is the only way to ensure these changes will last. The 
same could be said in regards of the #MeToo movement. It was loud and everyone heard about it, 
France had its own version, China did as well. But the question is the following: will these movements 
last? Will they apply to a variety of sectors, not only the entertainment one? The finance sector, large 
and small companies, international organisations, but also the fashion world, the public sector, and 
education, etc. All of them must be considered, and all of them must be thorough with clear policies 
that must be accepted by most.  

Lastly, women’s participation was key to development and women’s role in developing countries. 
Microfinance has been empowering women, and has made them more present in the economic role 
of their home countries. It has turned out to be a useful tool that should be considered in more 
countries to allow women to gain economic independence and be part of the setting of the 
development agenda. This leads us to the increase of women’s participation in the World Economic 
Forum (WEF), which, in 2018, was entirely chaired by women. Women’s participation in worldwide 
forums can also be seen in the Women4Climate initiative, founded by female influencers around the 
world. The objective? To mentor and empower young women leaders to take action and pave the way 
forward sustainable development.  

The special edition carried out by HDRI’s Watch Team wanted to celebrate International Women’s Day 
by highlighting the successes that were achieved in 2017, and by focusing on individuals who acted as 
critical game changers at both local and global scales. International Women’s Day is the perfect 
occasion to shed light on the issues that still prevent us from achieving gender equality. The actions 
taken by all the aforementioned women, and all of those that were not mentioned, matter. The 
messages that were spread and the fights that were fought are vital for the challenges that remain 
ahead. 2018 is the year to persist and to continue to inspire and empower every woman across the 
globe to make change happen.  
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