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CHAPTER 3

The Status of Women’s Political 
Empowerment Worldwide

Senem Ertan, Catalina Monroy, Juan Pablo Vallejo, 
Germán Romero, and Ana Catalina Erazo

IntroductIon

How does women’s security constrain or encourage women’s political 
empowerment (henceforth referred to as WPE in this chapter)? How does 
incorporating women’s security variables help us develop a more compre-
hensive approach to assessing women’s political empowerment  worldwide? 
Melanie Hughes summarized the main challenges related to our research: 
The rise of women to political power in non-Western and less- developed 
countries is difficult to explain, mainly because women’s representation 
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does not operate the same way in less-developed states (Hughes 2009). 
And yet, our goal is to determine the status of WPE globally.

With a view to capturing the situation of women’s empowerment 
worldwide, one must consider factors that enable women to feel or become 
empowered. We argue that, firstly, women’s security often remains invisi-
ble in traditional studies on women’s empowerment. Secondly, insecure 
women will neither feel nor become empowered. Alexander et al. previ-
ously discussed how the concept of women’s political empowerment has 
emphasized that “women’s empowerment starts from a place of disem-
powerment” (2016, 432). We argue that the condition of disempower-
ment is the starting point, and that this is related to insecurity that prevents 
women from becoming empowered. We also consider that insecurity is a 
product of prevalent male dominance hierarchies as the primary source of 
social organization. As researchers for the WomanStats project, we con-
tend that a more equitable treatment of women overall will provide higher 
opportunities of political empowerment. This is what we demonstrate in 
this chapter.

Traditionally, global studies focusing on the empirical analysis of wom-
en’s political empowerment have concentrated on women legislators’ 
analysis, quotas, and an understanding of women’s elite office holding 
(Alexander et al. 2016). In this chapter, we seek to contribute to WPE 
studies using a broader vision. We argue that since measuring WPE may 
not be conceived through a unidimensional approach, we need to include 
new intervening variables if we want to provide helpful inputs to build a 
comprehensive approach on this subject. We believe new testing is 
required to relate new variables that may positively impact women’s 
empowerment and that a broader understanding of women’s global polit-
ical empowerment will provide women with greater chances of becoming 
empowered.

Given Alexander et al. (2016) have stated that inequalities in political 
empowerment cut across multiple statuses and other sources of inequality, 
this chapter addresses an empirical understanding of these multiple sta-
tuses and sources of inequality that urge us to explore and test intervening 
variables related to women’s security status, with security being consid-
ered as a holistic concept. For this reason, we have selected variables on 
physical, economic, and legal security, as well as women’s security in family 
and education and women’s political participation. In this first testing, we 
related and compared this first set of variables with the more traditional 
perception of WPE, that is, the one dealing exclusively with the propor-
tion of women holding ministerial positions. To accomplish our objective, 
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we used the Principal Component Analysis (PCA), a statistical tool used 
for extracting information from complex datasets: “It presents a roadmap 
for how to reduce a complex data set to a lower dimension to disclose the 
hidden, simplified structures that often underlie it” (Liton et al. 2013). 
We believe that this methodology is more efficient than others because it 
allows us to determine empowerment from variables related to the wom-
en’s security status in an orderly and linear fashion.

Since this research is based on the WomanStats project, we explore direct 
linkages between the women’s security status and the probability of women 
becoming empowered. For example, in Sex and World Peace, Hudson et al. 
discuss the boundedness of different measures, such as the Gender 
Empowerment Measure (GEM) and the Gender Development Index 
(GDI). The authors assert that, “pioneering” as the work may be, they are 
limited because they depend on only a few most commonly used statistics 
and disregard any measures about violence against women (Hudson et al. 
2012) The purpose of this chapter is to expand WPE measures more com-
prehensively, to include statistical data on factors affecting the security of 
women to build a more accurate situation of women’s empowerment.

Using this methodological procedure we intend to contribute to the 
research on women’s political empowerment, by adding a new dimension 
related to security and equality issues. Potential linkages from socio- 
economic variables could arise from this study, providing an innovative 
approach for scholars studying new cases regarding women’s equality and 
for practitioners engaged in public policy design and decision-making for 
social development contexts.

tradItIonal MeasureMents

How has women’s political empowerment been identified and assessed? 
For years, several methodologies have been used to measure women’s polit-
ical empowerment, which can be divided into three categories: measure-
ments used by the United Nations (UN), measurements used by other 
national and international agencies, and measurements used by academics 
and universities. The measurements used by the UN are especially impor-
tant because they are among the earliest. So far, UN agencies have  developed 
three indexes: the Gender-related Development Index (GDI), the Gender 
Empowerment Measure (GEM), and the Gender Inequality Index (GII). 
All these have been widely used by academics and, the GDI and GEM are 
also valuable as they are the first of their kind. However, they have also been 
widely criticized because of conceptual, measurement, and methodological 
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limitations (Klansen 2006; Permanyer 2013; Schüler 2006). The GDI and 
the GEM in particular do not accurately capture sex disparities around the 
world and are weak in terms of measurement (Klansen 2006; Schüler 2006; 
UNPD 2015, 2). On the other hand, the GII has a broader scope because 
it measures women’s disadvantages. It also has problems with its functional 
form and conceptual foundations (Alsop and Heinsohn 2005; Permanyer 
2013). The GEM is a measurement of gender empowerment within a polit-
ical context. UNICEF (2006) defines five key measures for political empow-
erment cross-nationally: (1) improving girls access to education; (2) men’s 
involvement and support, especially from male parliamentarians and politi-
cal leaders; (3) the introduction of quotas for dramatic changes in women’s 
political participation; (4) party politics that actively promote women’s can-
didacies; and (5) participation of women in peace negotiations and post-
conflict resolutions (Ogato 2013, 368).

Turning now to the measurements used by national and international 
agencies such as the Canadian International Development Agency, Social 
Watch, the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE), or the World 
Economic Forum, these widely adopt quantitative approaches employing 
a set of variables that either measure the percentage of women in decision- 
making positions or women’s relative position in comparison to men on 
other issues such as education or health (European Institute for Gender 
Equality 2012; Lopez-Claros and Zahidi 2005; Oxaal and Baden 1997; 
True et al. 2012). All these measurements have also been criticized because 
of measurement errors or limitations caused by their indicators.

When cross-national empowerment measurements are considered, the 
lack of data availability is frequently the primary obstacle both at the 
national and individual levels (Zupi 2015, 8). Secondly, commonly used 
quantitative indicators, such as the number of voting women, or the num-
ber of women holding public offices pose a methodological problem 
because they tell us little about the substance of women’s political empow-
erment. Thus, qualitative research methods such as expert interviews or 
in-depth case studies are often suggested as the best approaches to under-
standing the real status of women’s empowerment (O’Neil et al. 2014).

Because of the above criticisms, some scholars have developed gender 
empowerment measurements (e.g., Aguayo and Lamelas 2012; Ertan 
2016; Harper et al. 2014; Sundström et al. 2015). Most of these studies 
are noteworthy as they attempt to develop better measurements of wom-
en’s empowerment by adding new indicators or new measurement pat-
terns. Harper et  al. (2014), for example, added uncommon indicators 
such as the existence of quotas and gender egalitarian attitudes. In doing 
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so, the authors capture not only the status of women’s political empower-
ment but also the perceptions of future voters and their change of attitude 
towards female participation in the political spectrum. The V-Dem Project 
of the University of Gothenburg differs from all other existing datasets on 
women’s political empowerment because it involves assessments from over 
2500 local and cross-national experts to rate the countries (Sundström 
et al. 2015, 11). The UJAT (Universidad Juárez Autónoma de Tabasco) 
conducted a project in 2005 to measure the process of women’s empow-
erment in Mexico at different stages and from various perspectives. The 
Instrument for Measuring Women’s Empowerment (IMEM) is designed 
as a questionnaire that can be applied to individuals or groups and involves 
other aspects than extant global indexes, such as participatory empower-
ment, external influences, independence, equality, and satisfaction with 
the Social Security system (Hernández and García 2008).

The traditional measurements described above deserve recognition 
because they evidence progress in measuring women’s political empower-
ment. However, these measurements are limited in terms of suggesting 
new tools for innovative analyses testing possible linkages between WPE 
and other variables. Acknowledging the essence of WPE is understood, in 
general, as women at decision-making positions. Notwithstanding, in this 
chapter we argue that considering security variables is an essential step in 
order to fully comprehend the factors that enable women to become polit-
ically empowered. The research also aims to pave the way for further 
attempts to develop global and international measurements that reflect the 
women’s political empowerment as a multidimensional and multifaceted 
phenomenon.

Factors aFFectIng WoMen’s PolItIcal eMPoWerMent

An extensive corpus of literature has shown that women’s political empow-
erment worldwide is determined by a complex interaction of factors. Many 
studies pool these factors into various categories such as political, 
 ideological/cultural, and socio-economic (Kenworthy and Malami 1999; 
Kivoi 2014; Viterna et al. 2008; Tripp and Kang 2008). It seems that the 
common indicators of institutions include variables such as level of democ-
racy, electoral systems, or ideology of political parties.

Many studies have examined the relationship between democracy and 
women’s empowerment. A free and liberal atmosphere for the involve-
ment of a pluralist civil society is one of the key factors enhancing the 
adoption of gender equality policies (Guzman et al. 2010; Waylen 2008). 
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The structures of a democratic government promote gender equality by 
improving women’s representation in the political sphere and in public 
institutions. Democratization promotes the integration of women’s policy 
agencies into state institutions and, therefore, leads to the infusion of gen-
der equality issues into institutions. However, those machineries might 
also be symbolic in some cases, which leads to no or weak policy changes 
(Waylen 2008). Additionally, it is widely argued that democratic political 
systems and institutions enable all citizens, including marginalized groups 
such as ethnic minorities or women, to participate in the governance of 
their countries through civil society movements. Political liberalization 
allows civil society groups, including women’s groups, to mobilize and 
demand more gender equality, and, therefore, promote the responsiveness 
of governments to women’s issues.

The discussion on the association between the type of electoral system 
and women’s political empowerment has mostly argued that a propor-
tional representation (PR) system fosters women’s representation in poli-
tics (e.g., Darcy et  al. 1994; Duverger 1955; Kenworthy and Malami 
1999; Lijphart 1994; Matland 1998; Norris 1987; Paxton 1997; Reynolds 
1999; Rule 1987, 1994; Tripp and Kang 2008). The main argument is 
that a PR system creates more opportunities for women’s representation 
(Rule 1987; Matland 1998). PR systems give more incentives to parties 
because the number of seats tends to be higher than in plurality-majority 
systems. Plurality-majority single-member district systems are restrictive 
for women’s chances of being elected to office (Reynolds 1999), because 
they allow only one party nominee per district, and thus they restrict the 
entrance to minorities or women into the candidacies.

The structure and ideology of political parties is important for women’s 
empowerment. Concerning the ideological relevance of the party, the lit-
erature mostly suggests that leftist ideologies are keener on gender equal-
ity issues than right-wing ideologies. Firstly, leftist parties generally espouse 
more liberal ideas on gender roles and on women’s involvement in  politics, 
and are sensitive to social problems. Secondly, women’s movements tend 
to be linked to left-wing parties. When the left holds the power, women’s 
policy agencies are more persuasive and successful than when the right 
does (Lovenduski et al. 2009; Waylen 2008). On the other hand, some 
institutional political party structures enhancing women’s participation in 
politics are lacking in most of the parties (Oduol 2011). However, politi-
cal parties have party rules and doctrines that are a barrier against women 
entering into politics and holding policy-making positions.
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Secondly, socio-cultural factors include mostly social and cultural 
impediments including the role of religions on the gender egalitarian atti-
tudes of society. Religion, including such dimensions as religiosity, secular-
ity, and religious denomination, is seen as an important determinant of 
women’s empowerment. First, religion is a source of anachronistic cultural 
beliefs in many communities, and most religious beliefs exclude women 
from leadership positions (Kivoi 2014). All major world religions such as 
Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and so on include 
arguments about women’s inferiority, and religion has long been used to 
exclude women from social, political, or religious life around the world 
(Paxton and Hughes 2007; Sweeney 2006). It has also been argued that 
it is not religion but the patriarchal interpretation of religious texts that 
cause women’s oppression. Comparisons between different religions dem-
onstrate that predominantly Muslim countries are less likely to promote 
women’s rights (Hudson et  al. 2011; Inglehart and Norris 2003; 
Kenworthy and Malami 1999; Paxton 1997; Sweeney 2006; Tripp and 
Kang 2008), whereas Protestant countries are more women-friendly than 
others (Tripp and Kang 2008; Viterna et al. 2008). Given all the above 
discussions on gender equality in religions, countries with a high level of 
religiosity are expected to have lower government responses to gender 
equality policies. This, because the public demand for those rights would 
be lower.

Many scholars argue that it is not religion but the prevailing patriarchal 
culture that leads to the oppression of women in the world. The rigid 
understanding of gender roles held by patriarchy, such as men equal 
breadwinners and women equal homemakers, determines the rights and 
status of women in society and the division of labor at home and at the 
workplace (Inglehart and Norris 2003). Thus, in many parts of the world 
politics has been associated with masculinity and is accepted as “men’s 
only” (Kivoi 2014). Social rules, cultural beliefs, and practices rooted in 
the patriarchal order have almost always worked against women’s 
 empowerment. These factors also block countries’ willingness to improve 
women’s situation and to foster the success of various gender equality 
protocols (Nyanjom 2011). Moreover, “macho” attitudes might be also 
associated with higher levels of violence against women and to resistance 
against policies addressing violence against women (Buckley and Anderson 
1988; Weldon 2002). Some studies have confirmed that gender egalitar-
ian attitudes foster women’s representation levels in the whole world (e.g., 
Norris and Inglehart 2001; Paxton and Kunovich 2003).
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Thirdly, economic factors include indicators such as women’s eco-
nomic status, distribution of wealth, women’s participation in the work-
force, and level of economic development. Economic status is important 
because access to means of production and finances has a direct relation-
ship to and influence on women’s ability to participate in political insti-
tutions and electoral bodies such as senates, national assemblies, and 
county assemblies (Kivoi 2014). Parties draw their candidates from a 
pool of those who have high access to financial resources. Thus, improv-
ing women’s economic conditions would also improve their potential to 
becoming involved in politics. The distribution of wealth has an impact 
on poverty levels and health conditions of society, so its inequality cre-
ates significant disadvantages for women (Hudson et  al. 2011; Jamal 
2010). Furthermore, some studies have linked female work to women’s 
political opportunity (Gardiner 1997, 12). The theory underlying this 
association stems from the argument that women who work outside 
home would be more self- confident and independent, so they would be 
brave enough to participate in politics, and to take part in civil society 
activities. Moreover, they would have more networks and linkages to 
political parties, business groups, and unions (Kenworthy and Malami 
1999, 240).

As we have seen so far, women’s political empowerment is a very com-
plex matter. Not only is it problematic in theory, but also in practice. It is 
not only about the lack of unanimity over what it means, or how it is 
gauged, it is also about how it reflects on the lives of women, and the 
external factors that hinder them from being politically empowered. Its 
multidimensional nature and the reasons why WPE needs to be addressed 
from a macro-level perspective are now clear. Bearing in mind the multiple 
obstacles WPE face, a proposed methodology to depict the status of WPE 
is in order.

an Index For WoMen’s PolItIcal eMPoWerMent: 
Model JustIFIcatIon and goals

Considering that WPE cannot be understood without taking into account 
the situation of women’s security, we propose a measure of WPE that uses 
a single index built from several women’s security dimensions. This single 
index facilitates comparisons among different states, and provides an 
understanding of how different factors related to the status of women 
could produce different results on the status of WPE within a country.
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Developing an index that provides country performance is increasingly 
recognized by public policy analysts and public communicators as a useful 
tool for making comparisons about the most relevant socio-economic 
issues (Vyas 2006). The case for measuring WPE is a special and challeng-
ing one, because for this particular analysis a variety of dimensions refer-
ring to the women’s security status were considered as determinants of 
WPE: Women’s physical security, economic security, legal security, security 
in family and education, and political participation.

The general goal of this index is to demonstrate that empowerment is 
neither linear nor limited to a single measurement. Therefore, we wish to 
have a first understanding of possible determinants of women’s political 
empowerment and its relationship with specific contexts of women within 
each country.

As previously explained, through this methodological procedure we 
intend to contribute to research on women’s political empowerment, add-
ing a new dimension related to security and equality issues. Potential link-
ages from socio-economic variables could arise from this study, providing 
an innovative approach for scholars studying new cases regarding women’s 
equality and for practitioners engaged in public policy design and decision- 
making for social development contexts.

Data Description and Overview

As inputs for this study, we used data from the WomanStats database 
(WomanStats 2015) and the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender 
Gap Database (WEF 2014). We gathered information from 175 countries 
from 2010–2014, which was the period with the greatest amount of data. 
The variables and scales are related to the following dimensions of 
security:

• Women’s physical security:
 – Female life expectancy (id: DACH-SCALE) (WomanStats 2015)
 – Differences between women’s and men’s health (id: Score_

HEAL_SURV) (WEF 2014)

• Women’s economic security:
 – Economic participation and opportunity: Sub-index containing 

three concepts: the economic participation gap, the economic 
remuneration gap, and the economic advancement gap between 
men and women (id: ECON_PART) (WEF 2014)
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• Women’s legal security:
 – Existence of legal contexts and enforcements against violence 

against women  in family. Inversed values (id: MULTIVAR_
SCALE_3)1 (WomanStats 2015)

• Women’s security in family and education:
 – Gap between women’s and men’s current access to education (id: 

EDUC_ATAIN) (WEF 2014)
 – Births per 1000 population (id: BR-SCALE-1) (WomanStats 

2015)

• Women’s political participation:
 – Political participation: Ratio of women to men in minister-level 

positions and ratio of women to men in parliamentary positions 
(id: POL_PART) (WEF 2014)

 – Ordinal ranking of the degree of representation by women in 
national government. Inversed values (id: GP_SCALE_1)2 
(WomanStats 2015)

Table 3.1 summarizes the general trends and contexts on representative 
variables from each category, for each geographic region. General aspects 
of each variable are explained in the following part.

• Life expectancy: A measure of physical security of women, this vari-
able was extracted from WomanStats Database (WomanStats 2015) 
and revised with data from the World Bank’s World Development 
Indicators (WB 2016). Studies have shown that women’s life expec-
tancy could be determined by factors related to the status of women 
in a society, including economic, education, and equality aspects, 
among others (Novak et  al. 2015). In turn, life expectancy could 
have important consequences for a country’s economic performance 
due to its relationship with retirement costs, and it is also related to 
the aging of population. Regions like North Africa and sub-Saharan 
Africa have the lowest life expectancy values for women.

• Educational attainment (WEF 2014): This variable shows the ratio 
of female to male literacy rate, where values closer to 1 show a greater 
situation of equality in literacy opportunities. Values are quite homo-
geneous, showing the greatest values for countries in the Baltic, 
Eastern Europe, Latin America, North America, Oceania, and 
Western Europe regions.

 S. ERTAN ET AL.



 65

T
ab

le
 3

.1
 

St
at

us
 o

f i
nd

ic
at

iv
e 

va
ri

ab
le

s 
fo

r 
W

PE
 b

y 
ge

og
ra

ph
ic

 r
eg

io
n

R
eg

io
n

Li
fe

 e
xp

ec
ta

ti
on

E
du

ca
ti

on
al

 
at

ta
in

m
en

t
E

co
no

m
ic

 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

io
n 

 
an

d 
op

po
rt

un
it

y

Po
lit

ic
al

 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

io
n 

(m
in

ist
er

s)

Po
lit

ic
al

 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

io
n 

(p
ar

lia
m

en
t)

Le
ga

l 
se

cu
ri

ty
R

at
io

fe
m

al
e

m
al

e

A
si

a
1.

05
9

74
.2

70
.0

0.
94

4
0.

61
8

0.
15

0
3.

08
7

2.
34

8
B

al
tic

1.
14

2
80

.1
70

.1
0.

99
8

0.
74

6
0.

19
9

1.
33

3
0.

33
3

C
om

m
on

w
ea

lth
 o

f 
In

de
pe

nd
en

t 
St

at
es

1.
12

0
75

.3
67

.2
0.

98
5

0.
73

1
0.

10
8

3.
08

3
1.

50
0

E
as

te
rn

 E
ur

op
e

1.
09

0
80

.2
73

.5
0.

99
3

0.
68

1
0.

16
7

2.
00

0
0.

90
9

L
at

in
 A

m
er

ci
a

1.
07

9
77

.2
71

.6
0.

99
3

0.
64

7
0.

20
3

1.
80

0
1.

96
0

N
ea

r 
E

as
t

1.
05

0
77

.3
73

.7
0.

95
9

0.
48

3
0.

06
6

3.
64

3
2.

71
4

N
or

th
er

n 
A

fr
ic

a
1.

05
7

75
.9

71
.8

0.
93

8
0.

42
9

0.
11

5
3.

20
0

2.
40

0
N

or
th

er
n 

A
m

er
ic

a
1.

04
9

84
.1

80
.2

0.
99

9
0.

81
0.

20
4

1.
50

0
0.

50
0

O
ce

an
ia

1.
07

0
79

.0
74

.0
0.

99
8

0.
68

6
0.

20
4

2.
40

0
1.

80
0

Su
bs

ah
ar

an
 A

fr
ic

a
1.

06
0

63
.1

59
.4

0.
85

9
0.

68
0.

19
1

2.
46

3
3.

04
9

W
es

te
rn

 E
ur

op
e

1.
05

6
84

.0
79

.5
0.

99
8

0.
72

5
0.

36
0

0.
89

5
0.

47
4

 THE STATUS OF WOMEN’S POLITICAL EMPOWERMENT WORLDWIDE 



66 

• Economic participation and opportunity (WEF 2014): This vari-
able presents the gap between women and men in economic partici-
pation, remuneration, and economic advancement. Values closer to 
1 suggest equality, while lower values show greater inequality. While 
the highest values are typical of the Baltic, CIS, North America, and 
Western Europe regions, the situation in Latin America, Eastern 
Europe, and Oceania indicates an important contrast: Although 
there are important conditions for gender equality in education, this 
circumstance does not necessarily translate into greater economic 
opportunities, remuneration, and specialization for women, proba-
bly explained by asymmetries in labor market conditions and access.

• Political participation (WEF 2014): This measures the gap between 
men and women regarding political decision-making processes, par-
ticipation, and years of experience. Again, greater values show gen-
der equality is more likely to happen in Latin America, North 
America, Oceania, and Western Europe. We highlight the low results 
obtained for the Middle East region, a situation that could be 
explained by the lack of liberties, civil rights, and restrictive freedom 
for women among countries in this region, also characterized by low 
democracy rankings.

• Women’s representation in national governments (GP-Scale-1) 
(WomanStats 2015) shows an ordinal ranking of the degree of rep-
resentation of women in national parliaments. As for political partici-
pation, countries from the Middle East show a higher value in the 
scale, which translates into low or very low representation of women 
in national legislatures. In this region, as well as in Asia Pacific, and 
North Africa, men usually dominate the political arena, giving very 
little or no opportunities for women to stand out on this field.

• Legal security of women (Multivar_Scale_3) (WomanStats 2015): 
It is a scale built from several variables capturing how inequitably fam-
ily law is conceptualized according to gender. From the average values 
of this scale, we highlight the cases of sub-Saharan Africa and the 
Middle East as areas with insufficient laws and weak enforcement for 
the protection of women from domestic violence, rape, or femicides.

Methodology of the Index

Since this chapter focuses on measuring WPE based on a multivariate set 
of data regarding the status of women’s security in several categories, we 
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identified the need to design a single variable that reunites the main 
statistical characteristics of our original dataset. According to the 
Handbook on Constructing Composite Indicators (OECD 2008), the 
Principal Component Analysis (PCA) is a construct of a single variable, 
obtained from a statistical procedure that performs a linear combination 
of the original information, and therefore explains the variance of the 
original data.

The PCA uses several variables as inputs, aggregating them to perform 
a linear transformation (also called dimensionality reduction) to create a 
single output, a one-dimensional result referred to as an “Index”. Because 
all the variables considered are reduced to one, and since the index retains 
the most important statistical characteristics of the original variables, the 
results are much easier to interpret, making this method frequently used 
for predictive analysis and to explain behavioral trends.

results and analysIs

Suitability

After executing a Principal Component Analysis procedure on Math Lab® 
Software, based on the dataset built with variables from the WomanStats, 
World Economic Forum, and World Bank databases, we estimated the 
common variance of the PCA Index. This procedure is the first step in 
determining the suitability of the result of the PCA Index to represent or 
explain the statistical characteristics of the original data, mainly its vari-
ance. The final single-factor model obtained is associated with a common 
variance of 60% of the original data, a solution that in social sciences is 
usually considered satisfactory (Hair et al. 2014).

Index Composition and Interpretation

Table 3.2 shows the weight obtained for each variable used on the com-
position of the index.

After obtaining the main component scores for each variable, we notice 
that the highest contributing factors for the WPE Index are legal security, 
education attainment, and life expectancy. From this result, we can con-
clude that physical and educational categories, supported by regulatory 
contexts that protect women, are the most important prerequisite for 
women’s political empowerment.
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Moreover, this result could motivate further analyses aimed at deter-
mining whether economic security and political participation, which also 
have a positive correlation with the WPE Index, could be a consequence 
of physical, educational, and legal security.

Country WPE Index Output

Having estimated the specific values for the WPE Index, it is possible to 
obtain the corresponding results of WPE for each country analyzed from 
our database, which are plotted on Fig. 3.1. The lightest color represents 
countries that exhibit a low performance on the variables used for estimat-
ing the multivariate WPE Index common in Africa and some Asian coun-
tries including India and Pakistan. In contrast, the darkest color countries 
on the map represent a high performance, common in Western Europe 
and Canada.

Figure 3.2 shows the relationship between the WPE Index (represented 
by the curve) and a variable that has a dimension similar to the original 
data. In this case, we wished to analyze the relationship between the WPE 
Index and a variable from the World Bank Database representing propor-
tion of women in ministerial positions (World Bank 2016). Observations 
for every country are plotted and identified by their corresponding region.

Traditionally, the variable to evaluate political empowerment among 
women has been the level of political participation. However, from the 
graph we can observe that the relationship between the WPE Index and 
the variable “Proportion of women in ministerial positions” is not linear. 
This is because the WPE Index does not solely evaluate the political 
dimension, but it includes other scopes such as economic, social and 

Table 3.2 WPE Index variable weights from the Principal Component Analysis

Category Variable ID PCA weight result

Physical security DACH-SCALE 0.3803
Score_HEAL_SURV 0.1608

Economic security Score_ECON_PART 0.2745
Legal security MULTIVAR-SCALE-3 −0.4745
Security in family and education Score_EDUC_ATAIN 0.381

BR-SCALE-1 −0.0429
Political Participation Score_POL_PART 0.2868

GP-SCALE-1/DATA −0.3178
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Fig. 3.1 WPE values for each country

Fig. 3.2 Relationship between the WPE Index and proportion of women in 
ministerial positions
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security. We conclude that even though the increase in the number of 
ministerial positions occupied by women could have a positive impact on 
the level of empowerment, this is not enough to assure that a specific 
country would have higher levels of political empowerment.

An interesting result from this model is the heterogeneity of results on 
the index between regions. For example, data from Latin American coun-
tries reflect that for a country having higher political participation rates of 
women does not necessarily mean that women are more empowered. 
Gender quotas could have an important effect on the presence of women 
in high political positions, but it does not ensure that institutional, socio- 
cultural, or economic factors promote empowerment among women, a 
contrast that can be observed when comparing the cases from Brazil and 
Bolivia, or Chile and Nicaragua.

Some Asian countries (India, Pakistan) and most countries in the 
Middle East have negative WPE Index values, meaning that they must 
make important efforts on improving the status of women’s security to 
improve political empowerment. In these countries, as with other negative 
values from the index such as Chad, Yemen, Mali, or Ethiopia, the propor-
tion of women in ministerial positions does not exceed 15%.

Finally, we highlight the fact that the WPE Index, represented with the 
curve, has both an indirect and a direct relation with the ratio of ministe-
rial positions occupied by women. This demonstrates that political repre-
sentation by itself is not an appropriate or indicative measure of political 
empowerment, and as we have stated, it is determined by other elements 
of the status of women’s security.

conclusIons

From a global perspective there are a large variety of social, political, and 
economic aspects that could determine women’s political empowerment. 
However, there is still great controversy about the meaning of the concept 
of women’s political empowerment and even more about how to measure 
it. Throughout this chapter we proposed a definition of the concept of 
WPE, highlighting the factors that could result in greater political empow-
erment of women as well as its socially constructed barriers. Considering 
gender equality as the main driver of this study, we based our analysis on 
the rights and liberties women have for achieving a secure environment, 
with the purpose of demonstrating its linkages with women’s political 
empowerment.
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The analysis of the data and the assessment of the several dimensions of 
women’s security prompted us to design a Multivariate Index of Women 
Political Empowerment, as a methodology that allows for cross-national 
comparisons. From this model we conclude that the index adequately syn-
thesizes different aspects that explain WPE. This result not only requires 
gender parity in political participation but also a set of social, cultural, 
economic, and institutional factors that create sufficient conditions for 
female political leadership. Although highly correlated, even though not 
in all cases, greater participation of women in government positions reflect 
a more empowered group of women in society. For example, factors such 
as gender quotas do not necessarily translate into a more inclusive demo-
cratic process. Accordingly, countries with middle and lower levels in the 
WPE Index such as African, Middle-Eastern, Asian, and even some Latin 
American countries deserve special attention from their policy makers in 
terms of women’s security. Exploring different aspects of factors that 
might affect the status of women’s political empowerment worldwide 
deserves more attention in order to achieve a better understanding of the 
circumstances in which women may actually achieve more political power. 
Therefore, it is important to examine and adapt practices of countries that 
perform better in the index, such as Western Europe or Canada, to iden-
tify potential opportunity areas and strengths.

notes

1. Womanstats (2015). Multivar-scale-3: (0) Family law is equitable between 
men and women, and the law is respected. (1) Family law is generally equi-
table between men and women, with few exception. (2)  Family law is some-
what inequitable, and those laws which are equitable may not be enforced. 
(3) Family law is largely inequitable, and/or there maybe state recognized 
enclaves of inequitable family law. (4) Family law is grossly inequitable 
towards women.

2. Womanstats (2015). GP_SCALE-1: (0) Excellent representation of women. 
(1) Good representation. (2) Mediocre representation. (3) Poor representa-
tion. 4 Very poor representation.
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