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What is the issue?

Violence against women in politics and in parliament

All acts of violence directed against women in politics or in 

parliament because of their gender to discourage them 

from engaging in political activities and exercising their 

human rights, as well as to influence, restrict, or prevent 

their individual or collective participation in political life.



Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in 

Africa (Maputo Protocol)

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)

Goal 5 of the Sustainable Development Goals

ILO Violence and Harassment Convention in the World of Work (No. 190), 2019

Report on violence against women in politics by the UN Special Rapporteur on violence 

against women, its causes and consequences, 2018

UN General Assembly resolution Intensification of efforts to prevent and eliminate all forms 

of violence against women and girls: sexual harassment, 2018

Normative framework that commits 

States and parliaments 



The main 

message 

conveyed is a 

desire to eject 

women from 

political life



IPU Studies

First international 

survey in 2016

First regional study: in 

parliaments in Europe in 2018

To bring to light this scourge, to have data 

To enrich knowledge available 

To take into account the voices of women in parliaments

To raise awareness and encourage parliaments to address the problem



Second regional study: in parliaments in 

Africa

Based on confidential interviews 

conducted with: 

• 224 women from 50 African 

countries

• 137 women parliamentarians

• 87 female members of 

parliamentary staff



Sexism, harassment and 

violence against women 

parliamentarians in Africa



Psychological violence

• Psychological violence: includes all gestures, acts, words writings 

and images that harm the psychological integrity of a person or group 

of people and that have the effect of weakening and injuring them 

psychologically, but also of subjugating and controlling them.

• Sexist behaviour or remarks: any behaviour or remarks directed 

against a person because of their gender that have the purpose or 

effect of demeaning them and their dignity. 



80% of respondents have experienced 

psychological violence:

▪ 67% have been subject to sexist remarks

▪ 46% have been the target of sexist attacks online

▪ 42% have received death threats, rape threats,

threats of beating

▪ 39% have faced intimidation



Intimidation, 

threats and 

online sexist 

attacks seek to 

silence women 

parliamentarians



Sexual, physical and economic violence

• Sexual harassment: any form of unwanted verbal, nonverbal or 

physical conduct carried out for sexual purposes, such as physical 

contact and advances, remarks with sexual connotations, or requests 

for sexual acts, the purpose or effect of which is to violate the dignity 

of a person, in particular when such conduct creates an intimidating, 

hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment.

• Sextortion or demand for sexual favours: a situation where one 

person abuses his or her authority to sexually exploit another and 

obtain sexual favours in exchange for a benefit that he or she is 

empowered to withhold or confer.

• Economic violence: uses economic barriers and deprivation as a 

means of control, most often by destroying a person’s property or 

putting in jeopardy their livelihood as a form of intimidation.



Sexual, physical and economic violence

• 39% have experienced sexual violence:

▪ 40% have been sexually harassed

▪ 9% have been affected by sextortion (requests for sexual 

favours)

• 23% have experienced physical violence

• 29% have been exposed to economic violence



As a woman parliamentarian noted:

Sexual harassment against women is a very common thing. 

Male MPs are always joking and making advances. 

They keep coming back.



Comparison with global and European 

data

• Percentages of psychological violence against women parliamentarians 

are similar across the 3 studies

• The level of physical and economic violence uncovered by the African 

study is markedly similar to the global study

• The level of sexual violence against women parliamentarians in Africa is 

considerably higher than in Europe and in the world



Perpetrators of violence

• Male parliamentary colleagues are the primary perpetrators

• Male colleagues from political parties opposing that of the 

respondent are in first place followed closely by male 

colleagues from the same party

Also:

• 44% of online sexist attacks can be attributed to members of 

the public or to anonymous people

• 30% of acts of intimidation are perpetrated by members of the 

public, particularly in the run up to elections

• 52% of threats are made by citizens, militant groups, terrorist 

groups and, above all, by anonymous people





Places where women parliamentarians 

experience violence

• Parliaments as workplaces are directly concerned:

▪ 83% of acts of sexual harassment

▪ 78% of sexist behaviour

▪ 40% of acts of physical violence 

took place in parliament

• Other places include: electronic communication platforms 

(internet, social media, messengers), on the ground working in 

their constituencies and communities as well as in their private 

life



Multiple and intersecting forms of 

discrimination

Incidents of violence are higher among:

• Women parliamentarians living with disabilities, 

young women under 40 years of age, unmarried 

women and women from minority groups.

• Women parliamentarians from the political 

opposition in their countries. 

• Those who speak out in support of women’s rights 

and equality between men and women.





Sexism, harassment and 

violence against female 

parliamentary staff



Violence and perpetrators

• Psychological violence

▪ 56% of the female parliamentary 

staff interviewed were the target 

of sexist remarks 

▪ 38% reported having 

experienced psychological 

harassment/bullying within the 

context of their work in 

parliament

• Sexual violence

▪ 45% reported sexual 

harassment at work

▪ 18% received requests for 

sexual favours (sextortion)

The perpetrators were

parliamentary colleagues and 

male parliamentarians



Comparison with European data

• The percentages of economic and psychological violence experienced 

by female parliamentary staff in Africa are considerably higher than in 

Europe. 

• The percentage of sexual violence is slightly higher.

• The percentage of physical violence is similar.



Reporting violence



Very low level of reporting

• 27% of women parliamentarians and 33% of the female 

parliamentary staff who had been slapped, pushed or hit 

reported it

• 7% of women parliamentarians and 13% of the female 

parliamentary staff who had been sexually harassed reported it

• 12% of the female parliamentary staff who had been subjected 

to psychological harassment/bullying had reported it to their 

parliamentary authorities



According to respondents' testimonies:

“Women are very partisan and don’t dare to report 

violence out of fear of harming their party. They think 

that violence against women in politics is part of life.”
A member of parliament

“Women are afraid of being abandoned, afraid of being

fired, afraid of how others will react.”
A parliamentary officer

“Victims are afraid of not being taken seriously. They 

do not dare to speak out, especially if it is a member of 

parliament who is harassing them.”
A parliamentary officer



Effects of violence



Effects

• Undermine the dignity and human rights of women parliamentarians 

and parliamentary staff and affect their psychological and physical 

health

• Perpetuate gender inequality

• Create a destabilizing, hostile, degrading, humiliating or abusive 

work environment

• Undermine women's participation, visibility and influence in politics 

• Undermine the idea of a representative and inclusive parliament and 

of a democracy that serves all





Solutions



Internal parliamentary policies to combat 

gender-based violence 

• Clear policies 

• Counselling and support units

• Complaints and investigation mechanism

• Sanctions

• Training for all people working in parliament



IPU Guidelines

A tool:
• To support and better equip 

parliaments in efforts to put an end 

to sexism and violence against 

women in their own settings.

• Containing advice and practical 

information.

• Illustrated with examples given by 

several parliaments from around 

the world.

• Developed with inputs from many 

parliaments and experts.







Examples of measures from African 

parliaments

• SIERRA LEONE: The gender policy for public servants condemns 

sexual harassment and cites concrete examples.

• UGANDA: The Human Resource Policy Manual defines, prohibits and 

sanctions sexual harassment, both inside and outside parliament, 

including at social events, on business trips, during training sessions or 

at conferences.

• Mechanisms to receive and investigate complaints of sexual 

harassment exist in the parliaments of SIERRA LEONE, SOUTH 

AFRICA, UGANDA and ZAMBIA, with a different procedure depending 

on whether the person accused is a parliamentarian or a parliamentary 

official. 



Complementary mechanisms

• Increase number of women in parliament, and solidarity among 

them:

▪ Caucuses of women parliamentarians can be places for sharing of 

experiences, mutual support and solidarity among women 

parliamentarians, including for finding solutions and drawing attention 

to gender-based violence in parliaments.

▪ Some caucuses open their activities to female parliamentary staff. 

Separate caucuses are also being developed for female parliamentary 

staff.

• Engage male parliamentarians. The problem is the business of 

everyone, men and women.

• Partner with civil society organizations.



Conclusion



Thank you


