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WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP IN LATIN AMERICA: THE KEY TO GROWTH AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

by Capricia Penavic Marshall
Ambassador-in-Residence,
Adrienne Arsht Latin America Center

W

the region have stimulated an important increase of women’s
hen former US secretary of state and then-presiparticipation in national leadership—42 percent of Mexico’s
dential candidate Hillary Rodham Clinton visited the
congress and 53 percent of Bolivia’s lower house is now female,
Atlantic Council in November 2015, she spoke of
Chile has eight female ministers out of twenty-four, and—
Latin America’s strides to achieve gender equality at the highimportantly—polling by Gallup shows Latin Americans are very
est levels. “It may be predictable for me to say this, but there’s
willing to elect women. Despite this increase in women’s politia lot we can learn from Latin America’s success at electing
cal participation, there is a wide variation across countries.
women presidents,” she said. The remark elicited chuckles
The rise of women in the labor force has helped fuel middlefrom the audience, but it pointed to a key dynamic in Latin
class growth in Latin America and the Caribbean. However, the
American politics. The region, with a history of female heads
region has very few female chief executive officers (CEOs), and
of government, seems to be a rising global leader in terms of
most of its largest companies have all-male boards of directors.
notable women in top-level leadership roles. But in what ways
Although women occupy a growing percentage of managerial
does the example set by Latin America and the Caribbean
positions, they are noticeably absent from senior management.
contribute to women rising in all sectors of leadership?
What are the factors in the workplace that inhibit women from
This question led to the launch of the Adrienne Arsht Latin
rising to the top? What have been the
America Center’s Women in Leadership
ingredients for the few, but significant,
Initiative. The initiative seeks to leversuccess stories?
age the region’s compelling case
Governments and businesses
Governments, corporations, and
studies and integrate them into a larger
alike have a strategic
multilateral institutions must do more
dialogue on how governments, corpoand economic imperative to
to increase the success of women
rations, and civil society can maximize
advance women’s role
seeking leadership positions at the
recent progress in one region to bring
in society.
highest levels. This report, written by
more women into positions of power
former Chilean Minister Laura Albornoz
around the world. Aiming to fill the void
Pollman, delves into the data, scant
of analysis of women’s leadership in
as they are, and explores important
Latin America, the initiative combines
questions: are quota laws a sustainable tool to yield a greater
quantitative and qualitative analysis to address the successes
proportion of women in legislatures; and what are the lessons
and the pitfalls for women moving forward.
that can be learned from women who have made it to the
Our goal: equip the public and private sectors with concrete
upper echelons of both corporate and public life?
tools that can guide the implementation of policies that will
Latin America and the Caribbean have made major strides
empower female leadership ascension. We see this goal as
for women’s advancement during the last two decades, but
fundamental for women, but also for societies at large. Greater
women still face significant hurdles to inclusion and prosperity.
female representation in leadership positions brings in new
Leadership is an arena where we can observe not only women’s
leaders with different perspectives that can help solve the
modest yet visible progress, but also the clear need for mechamany pressing challenges being dealt with around the world.
nisms to sustain and expand female representation. There are
Civic and political participation is one of the clearest indicaclear examples of impactful female leadership in the region, but
tors of gender parity in any country, and Latin America has
the question remains as to what degree these success stories
more than a few notable examples of women rising to the highare part of a growing trend. There is little question, however,
est levels of public offices. In addition to the familiar names like
that government and businesses alike have a strategic and ecoBachelet, Fernández de Kirchner, Chinchilla, and Rousseff, the
nomic imperative to advance women’s role in society.
region has made important strides in gender parity in parliaments, ministerial positions, and local posts. Quota laws in
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Empowering Women,
Enhancing Prosperity

Introduction

Women Who Will

W

omen are an emerging force for change across all
areas of life in Latin America and the Caribbean.
They make up over half (53 percent) of Latin
America’s workforce, a rate that has climbed faster than
in any other region in the world in the last thirty years.1
Increasing educational and employment opportunities for
girls and young women, in particular, have been a major
factor driving the region’s economic growth over the past
two decades.
In politics and civil society, women have achieved
significant, high-level positions. As of August 2016, the region
has seen eleven female heads of state and ten female heads
of government.2 The region has also made impressive strides
in increasing the numbers of women in its parliamentary
bodies. Bolivia, for example, ranks second in the world in the
percentage of female legislators, and many governments
have established legislative frameworks such as quotas to
achieve gender equality. Moreover, women are an integral part
of politics: Mexico has a total membership rate of women in
political parties nearing 55 percent.3 The Americas, when the
United States and Canada are included, rank second only to
Nordic countries in female representation in parliamentary
bodies.4
But the picture remains unfinished.
Despite the success stories of impactful female leadership,
the extent to which such examples reflect a growing trend
is unclear. Women’s modest, yet visible, progress remains
hostage to the need for more mechanisms to sustain and
expand female representation. While there have been major
achievements in addressing the gender gap, women still face
significant hurdles to inclusion and prosperity.
What’s preventing further progress? Was Latin America’s
economic development in the last few decades a driver for
women’s inclusion instead of vice versa? What can be done to
realize women’s full potential for transforming the region?
The topic can be a lightning rod in political discussions,
especially in government and business institutions where
men have long dominated policy making. But analyzing
gender issues is not just about comparing men and women.
It is a useful tool for studying the difference in the impact
of social, political, and economic policies on both men and

The link between closing the
gender gap and prosperity is now
widely acknowledged by civil society
organizations, the private sector,
and the majority of states parties
to international treaties that defend
and protect the human rights of women.
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women. Women, regardless of the social group to which they
belong, are the targets of systemic discrimination. They are
at a disadvantage compared to their male counterparts—
and research shows that this has been a consistent factor in
underdevelopment.5
Closing this gap would have a significant impact. According
to the McKinsey Global Institute, creating a labor market
scenario with full gender parity could potentially increase
global gross domestic product (GDP) by $28 trillion by 2025.6
While such a figure is lofty, there is little doubt that the
potential impact of gender-focused development on Latin
America is enormous. By highlighting the constraints that
affect half of the region’s population, a gender dynamics
analysis can help devise proposals for economic growth
and assist in identifying policies aimed at eliminating all
forms of discrimination. This, in turn, can improve national
competitiveness.
Research already demonstrates the economic multiplier
effects of investing in women.7 The link between closing the
gender gap and prosperity is now widely acknowledged by
civil society organizations, the private sector, and the majority
of states parties to international treaties that defend and
protect the human rights of women.
But, to what extent has this consensus translated into
real progress, and what else must be done to overcome the
gap between the institutional advances and the day-to-day
advances experienced by millions of women around the globe?
Conditions for women around the world have significantly
improved since the landmark 1995 United Nations Fourth
World Conference on Women in Beijing. At that conference,
member countries agreed to a platform of action that set
forth commitments to improve women’s lives. Today, the
entire global community is committed to reaching the
UN-established Sustainable Development Goals (SDG).
International consensus exists on the importance of achieving
full and effective gender equality. In particular, focusing on the
advancement of girls and adolescent women is recognized as
necessary to reach higher levels of societal development.
Here, we focus on two principal areas where women’s
empowerment can achieve transformative change: democratic
institutions and corporate offices.
Both policy arenas require a gender perspective that
analyzes how Latin American women participate in—and are
impacted by—the forces shaping the global economy. With
this report, the Atlantic Council’s Adrienne Arsht Latin America
Center seeks to leverage the region’s compelling case studies
into a larger dialogue on how governments, corporations,
and civil society can maximize recent progress to bring
more women into positions of power. It focuses on women’s
participation in public office, women in the c-suite, and the
case studies of Mexico, Chile, and Bolivia. Concrete steps are
then laid out that can be taken by governments, civil society,
and the private sector to encourage the growth of female
leadership across the Americas.
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atin America and the Caribbean has one of the most
ethnically, racially, and culturally diverse populations in the
world.8 Its diversity has been a significant factor in generating economic growth and political stability over the past two
decades, and it has set countries on a path to a more just, cohesive, and democratic society.
In recent decades, the region has developed social policies
and programs to address traditionally vulnerable sectors of the
population, including women. The majority of the countries in the
region are also party to international human rights agreements
that have sought to promote greater equality in public and private spaces.
Achieving gradual recognition of the role of women in social,
economic, and political life involves overcoming many obstacles,
but the benefits are clear. Advances in gender equality in the
labor market, for example, have increased access to paid jobs
and improved labor conditions. The region has shown the world’s
greatest gains on women’s labor force participation, increasing
by ten percentage points in the past two decades.9 Additionally,
more girls are attending school, women are increasingly achieving tertiary levels of education—the number of women with
university degrees in some countries exceeds that of men—and
more women are participating at higher levels in business and
government.
According to the World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap
Index, three of the ten countries that have made the most progress in gender parity globally since 2006 are in Latin America:
Nicaragua, Bolivia, and Ecuador. Six countries in Latin America
and the Caribbean—the Bahamas, Barbados, Jamaica, Nicaragua,
Uruguay, and Venezuela—have closed their gender gaps in relation to educational attainment, health, and survival, making it the
only region with such positive figures.10
The region still has a long way to go to attain full gender
equality and its related deficits hinder social and economic development. As previously noted, according to the McKinsey Global
Institute, the full participation of women in the global economy
would generate a 26 percent increase in global GDP within ten
years.11 The benefits projected by the McKinsey report would be
especially notable in the developing economies of Latin America.
So far, women’s civic and political participation in Latin
America have risen partly due to international agreements and
instruments ratified since World War II. The 1979 Convention on
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW)12 and the 1994 Inter-American Convention on the
Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of Violence Against
Women (known as “Convention of Belem do Para”)13 are among
the measures that have expanded women’s rights and fostered
gender equality.
How has this happened? In many countries, the implementation
of these conventions has been associated with the promulgation
of gender-focused laws and the creation of national Machineries
for the Advancement of Women (MAW), the central policy-coordinating unit inside governments with the task of mainstreaming
gender-equality in all policy areas (see figure 1).14
These new institutions and laws have helped women move

up the government ladder, and have driven gender-conscious
legislative reforms and policies in many countries. The creation
of these institutions was the specific response of countries to
the recommendations made by the United Nations following
the 1985 Third Conference on Women held in Nairobi,15 which
called for the creation of governmental machinery responsible
for monitoring and improving the status of women. According to
an analysis by the UN’s Economic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean (CEPAL), “the feminist movement and the
MAW within the State have been strategic actors for incorporating new policies and forms of management.”16
Indeed, the new political, institutional, and cultural spaces created by these measures represented transformative changes in
the cultural practices and attitudes of states across the region.
Failures in political will, along with the inability of many
national governments to convert their commitment into an
agenda that transcended party politics, have sometimes hampered progress. Nevertheless, the MAWs have become the most
important regional institutions for promoting gender equality
and respect for the human rights of women. Examples of MAWs
include autonomous ministries (in the case of Chile), as well as
agencies accountable to the office of the president or other
agencies, such as institutes, secretariats, undersecretariats, and
other legal bodies. In fact, 60 percent of Latin American heads of
MAWs have cabinet-level status.
Today, the increase in female representation in national legislatures and political party leadership positions, the achievement of
greater parity in presidential cabinets, and the trend of representatives of male power offering alliances to female counterparts
(a trend that may in part reflect efforts to appear “politically
correct”) are often seen as direct consequences of the implementation and activities of MAWs.17

FIGURE 1. Government-Level Machineries for
the Advancement of Women in Latin America
(Twenty Countries)18
Level within governmental hierarchy of national Machineries for the
Advancement of Women (by hierarchical level, percentages)

Entity accountable to a
ministry (vice ministries,
undersecretariats,
institutes, councils, and
other legal figures)

Ministry or head of
machinery
with ministerial
standing

25%

60%
Entity attached to the
office of the president or
machinery whose head
is directly accountable
to the office of the
president
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15%
Source: United
Nations Economic
Commission for
Latin America and
the Caribbean
(ECLAC).

3

Female Leaders in Latin America

Achievement versus Perception

Chilean president Michelle
Bachelet in March 2010

“We are entering an unprecedented
moment for men and women in our
country. Today we are reaping a long
harvest… Who would have imagined it!
Today, a woman president is addressing
this joint session of Congress. Here
today are my ten women ministers, and
my fifteen women undersecretaries.
Here today, as I promised during my
campaign, we have the first government
with gender parity in our history.”
PRESIDENT MICHELLE BACHELET ADDRESSES
CHILEAN CONGRESS ON MAY 21, 2006
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ver the past forty years, there have been ten women
presidents in Latin America.19 It is a striking number
considering the gender gaps in these countries, and
it shows not only the strength of Latin American female
politicians but also broader societal changes that are on the
way—and must be reinforced. However, one question remains:
Have these female leaders really paved the way for greater
political equality for women?20
The results thus far are mixed. Although many women have
reached the higher echelons of power, the region’s public
discourse is still catching up to these advances. Local media,
for example, has at times responded to the presence of women
in the highest decision-making positions in a patriarchal
manner. Following President Dilma Rousseff’s first electoral
victory in Brazil, newspapers published a photo showing her
predecessor, President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, bestowing a
kiss on her forehead and “holding the president-elect’s head
in his large hands,”21 in what many saw as a condescending
gesture. A well-known image of President Cristina Fernández
de Kirchner—who was ceaselessly referred to as “Mrs. K” or
“Cristina Kirchner”—showed her husband, President Nestor
Kirchner, helping her hold the presidential scepter.
As with men, diverse factors have determined the election
of women to the highest office. In several cases, female heads
of government were previously first ladies (primeras damas).
While these women had their own careers—often in public
life—apart from their husbands, having their spouse as a predecessor in the presidency is often used as a way to detract from
the female leader’s achievement. Notable examples include
Isabel Martínez de Perón (Argentina); Janet Rosemberg Jagan
(Guyana); Mireya Elisa Moscoso Rodríguez (Panama); and
Cristina Fernández de Kirchner (Argentina). In Nicaragua,
Violeta Chamorro leveraged her powerful position as publisher
of La Prensa (which she assumed following the assassination of
her husband Pedro Joaquin Chamorro) into playing a prominent political role that eventually led to the presidency.
Of course, this phenomenon is not unique to Latin America.
Hillary Clinton’s two unsuccessful campaigns for the US presidency were tainted with the perception that she sought merely
to be the heir to her husband’s political legacy. These denigrating rumblings persisted despite Hillary Clinton’s reputation as
a top-rated attorney, her successful Senate campaigns and
terms in office, and numerous other qualifying competencies.
Likewise, Marine Le Pen, the French ultranationalist member
of the European parliament and former presidential candidate,
is the daughter of a well-known politician of similar ideology,
Jean Le Pen. The extent to which she is tied to her father has
been a discussion at the forefront of her political career.
The stereotype that women’s ascension to high office is

merely the result of riding on male coattails has also affected
female political leaders who have had male mentors. This is
even the case of leaders who had long occupied prominent
roles in politics and government, such as Lidia Gueiler Tejada
(Bolivia) and Rosalía Arteaga (Ecuador)—each of whom presided over provisional governments. In Brazil, Dilma Rousseff is
largely seen as having benefitted from the visibility she earned
as a labor leader, energy minister, and chief of staff to President
Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, all of which contributed to her electoral victory as his successor to the presidency in 2010; she was
then re-elected to a second term in 2014.
There are, however, two recent examples of self-made politicians. Chile’s Michelle Bachelet served as minister of health and
minister of defense before winning the presidency in 2006, and
again in 2014—becoming the first female Latin American president to win two non-consecutive terms. Laura Chinchilla was
Costa Rica’s president from 2010 to 2014 and rose to power in
a similar fashion, after serving as vice-president and minister of
public security.
The truth is that each of the region’s female leaders has followed her own path to the presidency. There is no clear trend
that can be explained as a concerted regional effort. And,
perhaps more to the point, the election of female presidents
has not necessarily changed the template of male-dominated
politics.
Still, these leaders represent powerful symbols of a cultural
change that can fuel greater equality and participation in all
areas of public life. The normalization of having women in
power—that is, for electorates to experience female heads of
government over time—may be the most compelling indicator
of Latin America’s strides in political gender equality.
Examples from other parts of the world support this argument. For example, a study of 495 communities in India,
concludes that in localities where women are in local political leadership positions, they serve as role models for local
adolescent females, and help to raise the expectations of
the adolescents for personal and public achievement.22
Additionally, it found that in localities governed by women,
there is more availability of quality public services, and citizens
are less likely to pay bribes. A similar study in India found that
having women in public office reduces the negative biases and
stereotypes of women in leadership positions.23
So, despite the complicated stories of Latin American women
who have achieved high office, there is growing support and
acceptance on the part of society to see women in leadership
positions. Even as early as 2000, Gallup polling indicated that
over 90 percent of voters would be willing to elect a qualified
female head of government.24 Women in politics are receiving
new forms of support, notably from men. This alliance-building
offers promising prospects for the future. Those alliances
can build on the idea that policies and practices that benefit
women also benefit countries as a whole, especially in terms of
raising the levels of overall development. Such policies could
have the greatest impact on the structure of national and state
legislatures.
There is variation across countries in the number of women
in public office, and therefore different gaps and challenges
that need to be addressed [see figure 2]. However, the broad
picture shows how much the region still has to work to move
towards equal representation.

FIGURE 2. Percentage of women in ministerial
cabinets25
Latin America, the Caribbean, and the Iberian Peninsula (ThirtySix Countries): Women’s Participation in Ministerial Cabinets, last
available presidential term (in percentages), 2016.
Antigua & Barbados 7.7%
San Vicente & Las Granadinas 9.1%
Honduras

11.1%

Guatemala

11.8%

Suriname

11.8%

Belize

13.3%

Santa Lucia

13.3%

Trinidad & Tobago 13.3%

Mexico

13.6%

Dominica

14.3%

Canary Islands

14.3%

Barbados

15.8%

Venezuela

16.3%

Dominican Rep.

16.7%

Brazil

18.2%

Bahamas

19.0%

Argentina

19.0%

Jamaica

20.0%

Uruguay

20.0%

Andorra

20.0%

Portugal

20.0%

El Salvador

23.1%

Panama

23.5%

Paraguay

25.0%

Cuba

25.0%

Peru

27.4%

Ecuador

27.8%

Puerto Rico

27.8%

Haiti

29.0%

Bolivia

29.2%

Spain
Costa Rica
Chile
Granada
Nicaragua

31.3%
38.1%
39.1%
40.0%
57.1%
Source: Gender Equality Observatory
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Women in Government

FIGURE 4. Quotas versus Women in Power in Lower Chambers33

The Successes of Quota Laws

Q

uota systems have been among the most widely
employed mechanisms to pursue gender parity in legislative branches around the world and are already part
of several Latin American electoral systems—an achievement
which cannot be understated.
Indeed, the quota strategy to increase the participation of
women in legislative chambers has advanced broadly. Between
1991 and 2013, seventeen countries in the region approved regulations that established gender quotas on the multi-member
legislative electoral lists (see figure 3).26
The updated 2013 version of the European Parliament study,
“Electoral Gender Quotas and their Implementation in Europe,”27
shows that legislated quotas are implemented in eight European
countries and party quotas in fourteen additional countries.
Some gender quotas have resulted in major increases in women’s representation, while others have been less successful.
“Women’s parliamentary representation increased from 23.6
percent in 2008 to 25.6 percent in 2013. In the most recent parliamentary election, in nineteen of the countries, as well as in the
election to the European Parliament, women’s representation
increased. Four countries experienced stagnation, and in seven
female representation plunged.”28
In the same vein, quotas appear to be an effective way to
increase the presence of women in legislative positions. Figure 4
shows that countries in Latin America that have higher women’s

participation in legislatures have well-designed quotas in place.
Quotas have also proved successful in closing the gender
gap in government institutions. Colombian law, for example,
mandates that at least 30 percent of public positions in the
executive branch—such as cabinet ministries—be assigned to
women.29 Increasingly, quotas have proven to be an effective
mechanism for leadership positions in branches of government
other than the legislature, as well as on the boards of public and
private sector businesses.30
Latin America is not alone in this effort. The 1995 Beijing
Conference raised awareness around the world of the need to
adopt measures of positive discrimination, such as electoral
quota systems. Since then, quota laws have proven on average
to be effective in increasing the election of women to parliaments. In countries that have implemented these mechanisms,
women constitute, on average, 20 percent of representatives,
compared to 14 percent in countries that have not implemented
quota systems.
Still, according to the United Nations Entity for Gender
Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women),
overall only 23 percent of national legislators around the world
were women as of June 2016. This means that despite some
advances, the proportion of women in legislatures has increased
slowly since 1995, when that figure was 11 percent.31

KEY

% Percentage of elected women
in Lower/Single Chamber per country

Honduras
25.8%

Guatemala
13.3%

Countries with well designed laws on quotas/parity
Countries with effective laws on quotas/parity
Countries with badly designed laws on quotas/parity

Nicaragua
40.2%

Countries with no law on quotas/parity

Mexico
36.8%
Dominican Republic
20.8%
El Salvador
26.2%
Costa Rica
33.3%
Panama
19.3%

Venezuela
17.0%

Colombia
19.9%
Ecuador
38.7%

Peru
21.5%

Brazil
9.0%
Bolivia
53.1%
Paraguay
17.5%

FIGURE 3. Countries with Quotas for Lower and Higher Chambers (2015)32
COUNTRY

YEAR OF APPROPRIATION/
LAST REFORM

LOWER
UPPER
SINGLE CHAMBER CHAMBER

TYPE OF SANCTION

Argentina

1999/2000

30

30

List modification

Bolivia

1997/1999

50

50

Brazil

1995

30

Does not exist

Does not exist

Chile

2015

40

40

No registration allowed

Colombia

2011

30

30

Does not exist

Costa Rica

1996/2009

50

Does not exist

No registration allowed

Ecuador

1997/2009

50

Does not exist

No registration allowed

2013

30

Does not exist

Fine

Honduras

2000/2012

40

Does not exist

Does not exist

Mexico

1996/2014

50

50

No registration allowed

2012

50

Does not exist

Does not exist

Panama

1997/2012

50

Does not exist

Does not exist

Paraguay

1996/2008

20

20

No registration allowed

Peru

1997/2000

30

Does not exist

No explicit sanction

Dominican Rep.

1997/2000

33

Does not exist

Annulment of the list

El Salvador

Nicaragua

Chile
15.8%
AVERAGE PERCENTAGE OF ELECTED WOMEN
IN LOWER/SINGLE CHAMBER IN LAC PER COLOR
38.8%

Argentina
36.6%

28.4%

17.6%
15.3%

Source: Inter-American Development Bank
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Uruguay
13.1%

Source: Inter-American Development Bank
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Women in Business

FIGURE 6. Return on Equity and Price-To-Book
Ration, 201542

Getting to the C-Suite

C

losing the gender gap is a human rights imperative.
It is also a key to greater prosperity. Even if countries
simply matched the best equal-rights performers in
their respective regions, global GDP would rise over the next
decade by an estimated $12 trillion.34 Considering the levels of
poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean, such estimates
are hard to ignore.
Greater equality also makes a difference to the bottom
line. A 2016 report by the Peterson Institute for International
Economics, which included information for 21,980 publicly
traded companies in ninety-one countries, found that an
increase in the share of women from zero to 30 percent was
associated with a 15 percent rise in profitability.”35 As figures 5
and 6 demonstrate, the most profitable businesses have more
women on their executive boards and in upper management.36
In fact, companies with strong female leadership yield higher
returns and have higher valuations [see figure 6]. These are
results based on analyses of over 1,600 companies from developed countries.37 Similarly, an analysis shows there is a close

FIGURE 7. Women on Boards per Country43,44
17.0%

With strong female leadership
Without strong female leadership

10.1%

relationship between the lack of gender diversity and the incidence of corruption, fraud, bribery, and shareholder disputes.38
Still, the message has not always gotten through. The
Peterson Institute report found that almost 60 percent of
the companies surveyed had no female board members. It
also showed that over 50 percent of these companies had
no women executives and only 5 percent had women in the
C-suite.39
In Latin America and the Caribbean, there is also a long way
to go. According to a study prepared by McKinsey in 2013,
women occupied only five percent of the high-level positions in
the largest companies.40 In 2016, that number had reached only
seven percent for women on boards. The “Analysis of Diversity
in the Boards of Latin America” showed thatonly 47 percent of
the participating companies in Latin America had at least one
woman on their board.
Figure 7 shows the percentage of women on boards in five
countries in the region. The best performer in the sample is
Colombia with 11 percent.
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“Poverty still has the
face of a woman”

FIGURE 9. LAC Compared to the World46
FEMALE REPRESENTATION ON EXECUTIVE COMMITTEES
Latin America
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espite all the advances and efforts toward gender equality in Latin America, the gender gap persists. Achieving
full and effective economic autonomy for women (an
essential element to overcoming other forms of discrimination) is an uphill battle, especially when economic cycles
threaten progress.53 It is also worth noting that in recent years,
many of the jobs available to new labor market entrants were
not quality jobs, leading to what has been referred to as the
“inverse paradox”: greater job creation but an increased unemployment rate.54
According to CEPAL’s Executive Secretary Alicia Bárcena,
“today, in our continent, poverty still has the face of a woman.
For every 100 men in this condition, there are 118 women.”
Bárcena also affirms that “one third of Latin American women
(29 percent) do not manage to generate their own income and
nearly half have no ties to the labor market.”55
The gap is also pronounced in the arena of political participation. On average, female participation does not surpass 30
percent of officials in top-level posts in government.56
This implies the need for a more aggressive approach to
closing the gender gap. As a start, more robust and targeted
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Latin America
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social programs and restructuring are essential to combat
discrimination.
Figure 10 (page 12) shows that Latin America still has a strong
market segmentation in labor between men and women. There
is a significant difference between high and low productivity
jobs, and on average, the percentage of women working in high
productivity sectors is lower than that for men. The high productivity sectors include jobs in emerging technologies, which
involve higher education levels, better working conditions, and
stronger adherence to labor norms. Low productivity jobs are
generally found in the agricultural sector, which accounts for
one out every ten employed women in Latin America. They also
include domestic services, which employs the majority of Latin
American women: 41 percent employed women in the region
work in the domestic service sector. This presents a problem
because these low productivity jobs are characterized by lower
education levels and on average pay less, have limited social
benefits, and lack proper labor contracts. For the most part,
these inequalities in the workforce translate into inequalities in
the household.

16%
6%

ASIA
6%

A female worker at a produce market in Guatemala
City. In recent years, jobs
available to new workers
were not quality jobs.

EUROPE
17%

As can be seen in figure 8 (previous page), the representation
of women in this sample of Brazilian companies, declines as their
position within the corporate structure rises. This suggests there
are barriers for women’s ascension in the private sector.
Figures in Latin America are in stark contrast with developed
countries in Europe, where 89 percent of the firms surveyed by
McKinsey have at least one female board member, or in the United
States and Canada, both of which achieve a figure of 80 percent.
Affirmative action policies or quota laws47 have been used
in many European countries to accelerate women’s entry into
the “C Suite,” just as they have in legislative chambers.48 During
2011, France, the Netherlands, Italy, and Belgium all enacted laws
requiring a minimum quota for women in the decision-making
spaces of businesses.49 In 2012, the European Parliament added
to the momentum with a so-called “Women on Boards” strategy
that encouraged legislation aimed at closing the gender gap in
business and the public sector.
More recently, on November 27, 2013, the ruling coalition
in the German parliament reached an agreement requiring a
minimum of 30 percent female participation on the supervisory
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boards of companies publicly traded on the stock exchange. In
March 2015, the German parliament also approved the Law on
Equal Participation of Women and Men in Leadership Positions
in the Private and Public Sector,50 which seeks to achieve a
better gender balance on the supervisory boards of Germany’s
largest companies.51
Such comparisons, of course, should take into account the
fact that Latin America and the Caribbean have lower levels of
gender equality than developed regions; nevertheless, these
comparisons have the advantage of setting the bar high,
pushing Latin America to work harder toward these goals. If
compared to Asia, however, averages of female representation
on executive committees and on boards are far more similar
(see figure 9).52
Increasing women’s participation on boards is now an important aspect of corporate governance practices. Companies are
increasingly viewing diversity as a strategic advantage, especially given the potential rise in profitability. The conclusion
seems clear: As women’s participation increases, transparency
and return on investment improves.
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FIGURE 10. Distribution of Total Employed Population by Productivity Level and Sex57
Latin America
(17 countries):
Structure of total
employed population
by productivity level
and sex, around 2014
(percentage of total
employed population)
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Regional Case Studies
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proportion of unpaid household tasks and family care—forcing them to look for jobs with greater flexibility, which tend to
provide lower wages.
In his announcement of the standard, President Peña Nieto
made clear he saw it as an essential step for his country’s economic future. “In order for Mexico to grow with more dynamism
and equality, it is necessary to take advantage of the energy,
talent, and labor of all Mexicans,” he declared. The measure represents an important addition to Mexico’s growing number of
policies countering discrimination in the workplace and respect
for diversity.
Mexico
Over the past five years those policies have included:
n October 27, 2015, Mexican President Enrique Peña Nieto
• Labor reform, with specific measures for promoting access
announced the introduction of a national standard on
to work for women and persons with disabilities;61
equal employment opportunities and non-discrimination. The
standard was aimed at encouraging employers to implement
• Electoral reform, which established gender parity in
international best practices for equal employment opportunity
the registration of candidates to federal and local
and the prevention of discriminatory practices. It called for the
legislatures;62
evaluation and certification of practices in the workplace, in
• The incorporation of gender perspectives into the National
addition to compliance with national and international regulaDevelopment Plan;63
tions on equality and non-discrimination in employment, social
• The National Program for Equality of Opportunities and
welfare, ergonomics, and freedom of association.
Non-Discrimination against Women;64 and
It was a long-overdue step for a country that, despite its
• The National Program for the Development and Inclusion
economic heft and being the home of an increasingly marketof Persons with Disabilities.65
driven public policy, lags behind other Latin American countries
In the political arena, Mexico reformed its previously existing
in gender equity.
quota law in 2014, to require 50 percent of legislators in both
In April 2015, the International Labor Organization reported
the lower and upper houses of Congress to be women. Even
that Mexico had a female labor participation rate of 42 percent,
though there is no requirement for the participation of women
the lowest in Latin America and the second lowest after the
in the higher echelons of the political parties themselves, the
Dominican Republic, when the Caribbean is included. In fact,
Electoral Court can disallow an entire party list that does not
the participation rate for Mexican women in the workforce is
comply with the mandated representation of women. Data comover 30 percentage points lower than the rate for Mexican men,
piled by the Inter-American Development Bank in the Gender
which was 77 percent that same year.58 On top of that, a greater
and Political Parties in Latin America (GEPPAL) database
show that the five major political parties66 in Mexico, through
portion of women than men are employed in the informal
59
sector.
the public funding allocated to them, have been obliged to
set aside some of their resources to promote the participaThe gender pay gap in Mexico has grown from 17 pertion and training of female candidates. However, in Mexico the
cent in 2004 to 18 percent ten years later, according to the
resources provided amount to only 2 percent of the parties’
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
total budgets.67 As of early 2017, only Brazil, Costa Rica, Mexico,
(OECD). As of 2014, Mexico has a higher gender pay gap than
the OECD average of 15 percent, but
Colombia, Honduras, and Panama had
is slightly below the gap in emerging
such legal provisions.68
countries (19 percent).60
The key question is whether these
Mexico has a total participation
policies have been successful. Mexico
Educational disparity is not the cause
of women in political parties
has a total participation of women in
of this pay gap between women and
nearing 55 percent (…). That’s
political parties nearing 55 percent,
men. In fact, women in the Mexican
well above the 31 percent
according to the GEPPAL69 dataworkforce generally have higher levels
regional average.
of education than men. Additionally,
base. That’s well above the 31 percent
women must assume a higher
regional average, but more substantive
hree countries stand out for their achievements on
women’s issues. Mexico is the region’s second largest
economy and gender equality here has increasingly
seeped into public policy making. Chile, while a smaller country, has both a female head of state and consolidated gender
parity institutions. Bolivia, where women have reached more
than 50 percent parliamentary representation (ranking second
in the world) has made significant, measurable progress on
gender equality.

O
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Chile

C

hile demonstrates how countries led by a female president
have experienced an acceleration in the rate of advancement for women’s participation. In 1994, Chile became the
first country in the region to adopt a Gender Equality Plan.
During Michelle Bachelet’s two presidencies,74 conditions for
gender equality have improved substantially. The Ministry of
Women and Gender Equality, led by Claudia Pascual, a minister
with notably high approval ratings,75 is an example of one of
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the region’s most impressive MAWs. But it is more than just
political symbolism. The creation of the ministry has been
accompanied by the rise of women to the presidency of the
Senate, the Chamber of Deputies, and to the courts.
Of course, the rise in female participation cannot be attributed solely to Bachelet. The country was also prodded into
action by international instruments, the downfall of a dictatorship, which upended establishment politics, and statistics on
inequality that demonstrated the social and political damage it
inflicted on Chilean society.
Perhaps most importantly, a quota law will enter into force in
2017 as part of broader electoral reforms: Political parties will
be required to field no fewer than 40 percent of candidates.
This change could potentially advance women’s participation
throughout the public sector.
The law is the culmination of years of public and legislative
discussion, as well as civil society activism. One of the foundational developments was the creation of the National Women’s
Service (SERNAM) of Chile, which was an outgrowth of the
work of the Chilean women’s movement, many of whose members advocated for increased female inclusion in government,
though they differed on the desired pace of change.76
The law was also a direct response to the realization that,
despite the establishment of institutions committed to gender
issues, women’s participation in the Chilean legislature has
remained below world and regional averages. A 2014 GEPPAL
study of Chile’s five main political parties found that women’s
participation remains at 15 percent compared to the regional
average of 31 percent. Chile is also ranked 70 out of 144 countries in the 2016 Global Gender Gap Report. This weak ranking is
due primarily to the low scores the country received in the subindex of economic participation of women and opportunity.77
At the same time, Chile is one of the few Latin American
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data is lacking—particularly with respect to the ability of women
to rise to positions of party leadership. The Gender Gap Index
2016 report ranks Mexico 34 out of 144 countries in the world on
the political empowerment sub-index. While this is still far from
reflecting full equality, it does demonstrate relative progress
compared to other countries in the region and the world.70
In the private sector in Mexico, women’s representation on
boards of directors is only at 5.3 percent. This figure matches
the regional average, and according to the Gender Gap Index
2016, Mexico ranks 66 out of 144 countries.71 For the sub-index
ranking of economic participation and opportunity, Mexico actually ranks lower at 122.72
Mexico could improve these figures with greater support
for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). A 2013 study
shows that three out of five new SMEs are led by women.
Further, of one hundred women who seek a loan to invest in
their business, ninety-nine pay it back on time. Despite Mexico
having one of the lowest female participation rates in the labor
market according to the OECD, 37 percent of Mexico’s GDP
is generated by women.73 Clearly, enabling the circumstances
whereby women can enhance their economic participation, as
well as their political participation, is not only the right thing to
do—but the smart thing to do.

CURT CARNEMARK/WORLD BANK

Girl attending school in
Mexico. Women in the
Mexican labor force generally have higher levels of
education than men.

countries that has not yet ratified the Optional Protocol to
CEDAW, an important international instrument to combat
discrimination against women. There is concern that this protocol would entail ceding national sovereignty to the CEDAW
Committee, which is (inaccurately) accused of having the power
to impose laws permitting abortion.78
Chile’s recent municipal elections (October 2016) produced
poor results in terms of gender equality, with low voter turnout in general. Progress on equal representation of women in
political parties and elected offices has been slow since the
country recovered from the Augusto Pinochet dictatorship.
During the Pinochet period, women were elected to 7 percent
of mayoralties. In these most recent elections, only 11 percent
of mayoralties went to women—a decline from the 13 percent
achieved in 2008 and again in 2012.
The paradox is hard to ignore. Despite (twice) electing a
woman president, Chile’s political parties have fewer female
candidates than the regional average. Nonetheless, these political participation numbers are consistent for countries without
a quota law and demonstrate the truth of President Patricio
Aylwin’s commentary from 1996: “Women need to make twice
the effort in order to have a place in politics.”79
As the new quota law demonstrates, Chile has finally gotten
the message that women’s empowerment in politics needs legal
enforcement. The same message is sinking in when it comes to
business. The Inter-American Development Bank and the World
Economic Forum have partnered to create the Chilean Gender
Parity Initiative (IPG), a public-private partnership that aims to
reduce the gender gap and increase economic participation and
progress for women in the country.80 The IPG will implement ten
measures to reduce gender economic gaps, aiming at the fulfillment of three strategic objectives:
• Increase female labor force participation
• Highlight and reduce gender wage gaps
• Reduce barriers to women’s advancement and increase
their presence in senior positions
It will be a tough battle. In the private sector, of the forty
companies that make up the Stock Price Index (IPSA), only 18
of their 331 directors are women. In 2011, only 1 percent of the
directors of companies listed on IPSA were women, while in
2012 and 2013, the rate stood at 3 percent; in 2014, it reached
5 percent. This shows a steep increase in only three years.81
A report from Credit Suisse82 states that the participation of
women on boards has been even lower, at 5 percent.83
In stark contrast, the percentage of women on boards in the
Public Enterprises System (SEP) reached 29 percent. President
Bachelet’s objective is to reach 40 percent. The supervisory
agency adopted measures to tackle this initiative through
“norm 386.”84 Private companies will now have to keep track of
the participation of women at all levels. Such data-tracking is
a proven first step toward better accountability, and therefore
represents progress.

and opposes discrimination for indigenous communities, it
does not emphasize the need to address discrimination against
women.
Many groups across the country are active in the defense of
equality and non-discrimination, such as the National Collective
of Human Rights Defenders, the Office of the Human Rights
Ombudsman, and the National Committee against Racism and
All Forms of Discrimination. Half of all the representatives to
the legislative branch are women—making Bolivia the second
highest in world rankings after Rwanda. Its 1997 Quota Law,
modified in 2010 to require a 50/50 representation of men
and women on candidate lists for all elections at the national
and subnational level, is primarily responsible. The new parity
amendment was applied for the first time during the 2014 general elections.
Bolivia’s political arena can now be considered gender equal,
with women holding important offices, serving as ministers,
mayors, or legislative representatives.85 The Senate is 47 percent
female, and 53 percent of the representatives in the Chamber of
Deputies are women.86
Still, much remains to be done to achieve gender economic
equality. Only 35 percent of women participate in the higher
echelons of private sector companies.87 And, while the 2016
Global Gender Gap Index awards Bolivia an impressively high
ranking of 22, it ranks 98 in female economic participation and
inclusion.88 A closer analysis reveals the reason: A pronounced
inequality in pay for similar work. For example, in 2016, where a
woman earned $4,291, a man performing the same job earned
$8,333 (at PPP).89 In addition, only 35 percent of women participate in the higher echelons of private sector companies.89

Bolivia

Bolivia has made significant strides toward gender parity at
both structural and empirical levels, as a direct consequence
of efforts to include previously disenfranchised groups in the
public arena. President Evo Morales’ rise to power and tenure
has been characterized by his movement’s so-called “egalitarian
discourse.” While the discourse appeals for broad-based rights

This public faucet serves 1,000 families
in El Alto, Bolivia’s second largest city.
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Recommendations

Making Women’s Lives Matter in
Twenty-First Century Latin America

G

ender equality requires a transformation of women’s
participation in the economy and civil society. The case
studies demonstrate that continued progress in Latin
America and the Caribbean requires a broad and cohesive
effort on the part of both government and the private sector—
and that leaders of both genders at every level must play an
important role in getting there.
Such an effort can begin with strengthening the tools for
collective political action in each country individually. But to
be truly effective, it must be accompanied by a coordinated,
region-wide strategy that incorporates a response to the wide
range of threats that women face in Latin America. This strategy
should entail not only mainstreaming and streamlining specific
policies for greater inclusion, but also providing the financial
support necessary to promote female ascension, while highlighting the significant social, economic, political, and other
benefits gender equality would impart to the region.
This report has focused on the economic and political hurdles
preventing women from achieving equality consistent with
their growing role in regional prosperity. But it is also important
to note other factors that undermine progress and aggravate
discrimination—factors such as gender-based violence and
“femicide,” high rates of teenage pregnancies, and the “female
face” of poverty.
Economic and political empowerment, achieved by increasing women’s role in both the public and private sectors, is one

way to ensure that these larger issues are addressed seriously.
Therefore, we make the following recommendations:

TO THE GOVERNMENTS IN LATIN AMERICA:
1. Implement quotas for the participation of women on
the boards of state-owned enterprises, and introduce
tax incentives to encourage private sector companies to
establish gender parity on their boards. Also, enact quotas
for women’s participation on the boards of publicly traded
companies. Where quota laws already exist, they should
be amended to make such enforcement mechanisms
mandatory, with effective sanctions to create incentives for
compliance.
2. Enact laws that oblige political parties to enhance the
participation of women at the higher echelons of the
parties and that allocate increased government funding to
encourage training women for high-level political positions.90
3. Strengthen and grow mentorship programs that nurture
significant numbers of female leaders and that motivate
other women to take a proactive role in their communities
and the public sector.
4. Develop mechanisms in economic ministries aimed at
integrating women into formal employment and social
safety nets, through tools such as tax incentives and in close
collaboration with the private sector.
5. Embed a gender perspective in all public policies in
ministries and agencies by employing the guidelines of
gender impact evaluation—a legal tool that operates in
a similar manner to environmental, economic, and social
impact evaluations of communities.

António Guterres, UN High Commissioner for Refugees, and Carmen Moreno, Executive Secretary of the Inter-American Commission of
Women, during a panel in 2015. Issues of gender should be included in hemispheric policies.

businesses,91 they have a big role to play in bolstering
women’s participation in the private sector. At the same
time, this could open windows of opportunity for other nonfamily women that may come behind them.
4. Raise awareness about the higher profits associated with
the presence of women in private sector decision-making
spaces.
5. Create a women’s Multi-Latinas Council to convene
female C-suite leaders and executives from across the
region, and create a space to exchange experiences and
best practices with the aim of delivering objectives on
gender parity to regional governments.
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Woman votes in general elections in Quiché, Guatemala, in 2007.

1. Develop mechanisms to reconcile work with family life,
such as paid maternity and paternity leave, accessible and
affordable child care services, and support for the care of
dependent elderly or disabled family members.
2. Strengthen and grow mentorship programs that nurture
significant numbers of female leaders in the private sector,
and that motivate other women to take a proactive role in
their companies.
3. Give women leadership opportunities on executive
committees and boards of family-owned businesses. This
experience would then open opportunities for women to
expand their roles in other companies. Given that around
75 percent of companies in Latin America are family-owned

TO THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY
AND CIVIL SOCIETY:

USAID GUATEMALA/FLICKR

TO THE PRIVATE SECTOR:

1. Reform legal instruments that generate spaces for
intergovernmental coordination, such as the Inter-American
Commission of Women (CIM). While the CIM, established
in 1928 as the first intergovernmental agency to ensure
recognition of women’s human rights, remains an important
space for collaboration, it has little influence in the region
and does not have its own voice.
2. Include the issue of gender in hemispheric policies, and in
spaces such as the Summit of the Americas or the Pacific
Alliance, in order to refresh, refocus, and revitalize discourse.
Outdated models that addressed gender issues, such as
so-called “ivory tower” feminism,92 were based on traditional

anti-poverty and pro-family handout policies, and have
not proven emancipatory for women, as it continues to
subordinate them within the existing patriarchal order.
3. Encourage governments and civil society to continue
the adoption of the Beijing 1995 UN Conference on Women
platform in the region, including with the creation of MAWs
that have budgetary flexibility.
4. Demonstrate and publicize the links between the
inclusion of women in leadership positions in businesses,
and increased profits or return on investment.
5. Commission more studies designed to provide targeted data
in order to underline these links.
The implementation of policies that will empower women’s
ascension to leadership positions is not only fundamental
for women, but for societies as well. As Latin America strives
toward greater equality, this report provides an analysis of
the region’s recent progress and compelling case studies. The
examples highlighted here point to lessons learned that can be
implemented elsewhere. While major strides have been made
in the last decades—greater female participation in leadership
positions across sectors, in the workforce overall, and in legislatures—many hurdles remain. Broad and cohesive efforts—from
government, private sector, and civil society—are needed to
achieve full equality. There is little doubt as to the strategic and
economic imperative of advancing women’s leadership. Now is
the time to move from solid evidence to actual implementation.
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Endnotes

Female Presidents in Latin America and the Caribbean

1

Laura Chioda, Work and family Latin American & Caribbean
women in search of a new balance (Washington, D.C: World Bank,
2016), 71.

2

UN Women calculation based on information provided by the
Permanent Missions to the United Nations.

3

Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), “Detalles del país,”
Género y Partidos Políticos en América Latina (GEPPAL),
accessed April 18, 2017, http://www.iadb.org/es/investigacion-ydatos/geppal/detalles-del-pais,17693.html?country=MEX.

PRESIDENT

COUNTRY

TERM

Maria E. Martinez Cartas de Perón

Argentina

1974-1876

Lidia Gueller Tejada

Bolivia

1979-1980

Violeta Chamorro

Nicaragua

1990-1997

Rosalia Arteaga

Ecuador

1997 (3 days)

Janet Rosenberg Jagan

Guyana

1997-1999

Mireya Elisa Moscoso Rodríguez de Arias

Panama

1999-2004

Verónica Michelle Bachelet Jeria

Chile

2006-2010; 2014-present

Cristina Elisabet Fernández de Kirchner

Argentina

2007-2015

Laura Chinchilla Miranda

Costa Rica

2010-2014

Dilma Vana Rousseff

Brazil

2011-2016
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