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chapter 1. 
Introduction

Eliminating discriminatory laws against women and 
girls is a vital prerequisite to achieving equality. Such 
laws not only perpetuate inequality and hinder the 
realization of women’s human rights, they also pose 
significant obstacles to sustainable development. By 
denying women and girls essential rights, opportunities 
and protections, discriminatory laws restrict their 
ability to contribute to economic, social, and political 
life. This, in turn, inhibits the achievement of broader 
development goals such as poverty reduction, quality 
education, health and economic growth. 

Discriminatory nationality laws can limit women’s 
economic opportunities by restricting their property 
rights, their access to credit and finance, and their 
ability to work.1 In countries where women are 
prohibited from working at night, in hazardous jobs, 
and in certain industries, these restrictions can stretch 
the pay gap between women and men, or deny women 
the chance to advance their professional careers.2

On the other hand, reforming discriminatory laws 
can catalyze positive changes across many aspects of 
women’s lives. Legal equality can accelerate efforts to 
achieve equal pay in the workplace between women 
and men.3 Domestic violence (DV) legislation and 
reforms in divorce laws have been linked to lower 
mortality rates for women and a decrease in reported 
rates of intimate partner violence.4 Equal citizenship 
laws promote trust, lower instances of conflict in the 
family unit, and enhance household income levels.5 
Ensuring that men and women have equal control 
over household assets boosts women’s economic 
mobility and is a key determinant of their agency and 
empowerment.6

The elimination of discriminatory laws against women 
and girls and addressing gaps in legal protection is not 
only a matter of fairness but also a strategic investment 
in sustainable development, economic growth, and 
the overall advancement of societies and economies. 

Globally, 119.3 million girls remain out of school, 
while approximately 39 per cent of young women do 
not complete upper-secondary education, with the 
resulting losses in education exceeding USD 10 trillion 
annually.7 Low- and middle-income countries stand to 
lose an additional USD 500 billion over the next five 
years if the digital divide between women and men 
remains unaddressed; while improving support for 
female farmers could contribute up to USD 1 trillion 
to global GDP.8 Closing gaps in employment and pay 
could increase global GDP by 20 per cent.9
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Figure 1.1: Share of Countries with VAWG Legislation 
and Criminal Penalties, 2022, by Region (per cent)

Source: The World Bank, “Women, Business and the Law Data”, 
https://wbl.worldbank.org/en/wbl-data. 
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International human rights frameworks and standards, 
especially the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Pact for the 
Future and the United Nations Secretary General’s 
Common Agenda, have recognized the importance of 
eliminating laws that discriminate against women.10 

The 2030 Agenda highlights the critical importance 
of laws in women’s lives. Sustainable Development 
Goal 5 (“achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls”) has specific targets to end all forms 
of discrimination against women, while Sustainable 
Development Goal 16 (“promote peace, justice and 
strong institutions”) includes a target to “Promote 
and enforce non-discriminatory laws and policies for 
sustainable development”11 (Target 16.B).

The UN Secretary-General’s report, Our Common 
Agenda, highlights the importance of prioritizing 
women and girls. Commitment No. 5 is specifically “to 
place women and girls at the centre”12 and includes 
the repeal of laws that discriminate against women 
and girls as one of five elements of this commitment. 

Similarly, the Pact for the Future calls for urgently 
removing all legal, social and economic barriers to 
achieve equality and ensure women’s full and effective 
participation and equal opportunities for leadership at 
all levels of decision-making in political, economic and 
public life.13

Despite these commitments, significant gaps still 
persist in many legal systems.14 An estimated 3.7 billion 
women and girls worldwide live in countries where 
discriminatory laws are in effect and key protections 
are lacking.15 Women today enjoy less than two-
thirds of the legal rights available to men – lower than 
previously estimated.16

Equality for women and girls continues to face a 
backlash in many areas, making reform of laws even 
more difficult. Of alarming concern is that despite 
progress in recent decades, the pace of reforms 
tackling discriminatory laws has “slumped to a 20-year 
low,”17 with reports indicating that at the current pace 
it will take 286 years to close gaps in legal protection 
and remove discriminatory laws against women.18 
Accordingly, it is crucial that efforts to eliminate 
discrimination against women and girls in legal systems 
are urgently prioritized.

1.1. IDLO’s Approach to Legal Reform 
for Women and Girls 
As the only global intergovernmental organization 
exclusively devoted to promoting the rule of law as 
an enabler of peace and sustainable development, the 
International Development Law Organization (IDLO) 
places equality for women and girls at the core of its 
mandate. Guided by people-centred and rights-based 
approaches, IDLO champions legal reform as a critical 
pathway for realizing women’s and girls’ human rights 
and for advancing gender equality across all fields.

Since the 1980s, IDLO has been a trusted development 
partner for governments and civil society to facilitate 
law and policy reform, strengthen institutions, develop 
innovative justice solutions, foster participatory 
governance, and support legal empowerment. Working 
across different legal systems and across the justice 
chain, IDLO provides tailored and pragmatic rule of law 
solutions based on national needs. IDLO’s approach 
links policy to action through a global field presence 
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When it comes to promoting the elimination of 
discriminatory laws and practices, IDLO recognizes 
that law is an important marker for social change and 
supports constitutional and legal reforms as well as 
their implementation. It works with State institutions, 
including ministries, parliaments, judiciaries, law 
enforcers, civil society organizations (CSOs), academia, 
international organizations, and other partners 
to combat discriminatory practices that hinder 
women’s rights, and develop transformative legal and 
institutional frameworks that support women and girls 
to fully and equally participate in all aspects of society. 
IDLO carries out this work in many countries around 
the world, including in Kenya, Honduras, Philippines, 
Sierra Leone, Tunisia and Uganda.

Furthermore, in support of global calls for ending 
discriminatory laws, IDLO is member and implementing 
partner of the Steering Committee of the Equality in 
Law for Women and Girls by 2030: A Multistakeholder 
Strategy for Accelerated Action,20 an initiative convened 

in over 40 countries and an integrated approach that 
combines programming, research and policy advocacy. 
This work has touched the lives of millions of women in 
diverse contexts across every continent.

IDLO’s Strategic Plan 2025-2028 reinforces the 
organization’s mission by identifying gender equality as 
both a standalone goal and as a guiding, mainstreaming 
principle.19 Under Outcome 3, IDLO focuses on 
reducing the justice gap for women and girls. 
Recognizing that law is an important marker for social 
change, IDLO works to:

•	 Promote the elimination of discriminatory laws and 
practices;

•	 Support institutions, both formal and informal to 
address the justice needs of women and girls;

•	 Protect women and girls’ rights in digital spaces;

•	 Champion women’s leadership in the justice sector; 
and

•	 Empower women and girls to claim their rights.

© IDLO - Uganda
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by UN Women, in collaboration with various global 
and regional organizations.21 The strategy serves as a 
comprehensive roadmap for eliminating discriminatory 
laws against women and girls and achieving legal parity 
on a global scale. The framework aims to fast-track 
the repeal of discriminatory laws in six thematic areas 
in 100 countries and is expected to address the legal 
needs of over 50 million women and girls. 

1.2. Objective, Methodology and 
Scope
Building upon global calls to end discrimination 
against women and girls in law and practice, this 
report draws on IDLO’s research, policy advocacy and 
programmatic work, while also engaging with existing 
research, expert knowledge, and practical examples 
from a range of contexts. It aims to inform the repeal, 
reform or amendment of discriminatory laws by 
providing practical guidance and recommendations 
for policymakers, local stakeholders and international 
actors in line with international, regional and national 
laws, treaty obligations and political commitments. 

The report is divided into five chapters.  The first 
chapter introduces the report and outlines the urgent 
need to address discriminatory laws.  Chapter 2 delves 
into the nature of legal discrimination, examining its 
definitions, forms and manifestations. It discusses 
international commitments, highlighting global 
human rights obligations and policy frameworks on 
equality. Chapter 3 identifies selected areas of legal 
discrimination, including issues related to legal identity, 
family laws, violence against women and girls, and 
economic rights. Chapter 4 proposes approaches to 
eliminate discriminatory laws against women and 
girls, including developing legal assessments, fostering 
multistakeholder commitments, and enhancing 
capacity-building for various stakeholders. The 
report concludes with lessons learned and policy 
recommendations to advance equality for women 
and girls through improved legal frameworks and 
implementation strategies.

The report draws from a desk review of national 
and international literature, identifying promising 
examples of eliminating discriminatory laws and 
adopting legal reforms that support women’s human 
rights. It also builds on IDLO’s decade of research 
and programming in this area – including experience 
in conducting comprehensive country and thematic 
legal assessments, providing technical support 
for the drafting of legislation; and supporting the 
implementation of legal provisions, including through 
secondary legislation and rules – thus contributing to 
the global and national dialogues on lessons learned 
and strategic approaches to legal reform. The research 
and drafting process was carried out between 2023 
and 2025.

The report is global in scope, drawing examples 
from various parts of the world and across different 
thematic areas. It highlights main areas where reform 
is necessary to advance women’s human rights. These 
areas are not exclusive as unfortunately, reform of 
discriminatory laws is needed in almost all countries 
and in all fields, and good practice examples can be 
found in them as well.
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What is Discrimination in Law?

Article 1 of CEDAW defines discrimination against 
women as “any distinction, exclusion, or restriction 
made on the basis of sex which has the effect or 
purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, 
enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of 
their marital status, on a basis of equality of men and 
women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any 
other field.”22 Discrimination may be direct or indirect, 
and it is the impact of the action on women that is 
crucial for determining if a given policy, law, or other 
practice is discriminatory – regardless of whether 
discrimination was intended or not.

CEDAW General Recommendation No. 28 further 
elaborates on the forms of discrimination and provides 
guidance on the scope and meaning of Article 2. 
Discrimination can manifest as distinctions, exclusions, 
and restrictions made on the basis of sex, which are 
intended to, or do in fact, impair or prevent women and 
girls from enjoying political, economic, social, cultural, 
civil, or other fundamental freedoms on an equal basis 
with men.23

Laws can discriminate in different and distinct ways. 
Some discriminatory laws explicitly differentiate 
treatment between women and men, while others 
may appear to be neutral but have a disparate impact 
on women in practice.24 Some may be gender-blind, 
meaning that they fail to recognize the roles and 
responsibilities assigned to women, girls, men and 
boys in specific cultural, social, economic and political 
contexts.25 It is necessary to assess whether the impact 
of a particular policy, law or other practice results in 
the nullification or impairment of equal rights in order 
to determine discrimination.26

The prohibition of all forms of discrimination against 
women and the right to equal protection under the law 
are recognized and protected under international law. 
Understanding what constitutes discrimination in law 
is therefore essential to identifying gaps, prioritizing 
reforms, and ensuring that legal systems deliver 
substantive equality in practice.  

chapter 2. 
Understanding equality and 
discrimination in law

© IDLO - Tunisia
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2.1. International Human Rights 
Obligations, Commitments and Bodies
The principles of equality and non-discrimination 
are part of the foundations of the rule of law. 
Discrimination based on sex is prohibited under almost 
every international human rights treaty, including 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights.27 The most comprehensive 
global treaty specifically focusing on women’s rights 
is CEDAW, which was signed in 1979, and which has 
189 States Parties. CEDAW requires States to “pursue 
all appropriate means and without delay a policy of 
eliminating discrimination against women” as a core 
obligation.28 

Under CEDAW, States are obliged to:

•	 Enshrine the principle of equality of men and women 
in their national constitutions or other appropriate 
legislation;

•	 Adopt appropriate laws and other measures 
prohibiting all discrimination against women;

•	 Establish legal protection for women’s equality and 
ensure that institutions provide effective protection 
of women against any discriminatory acts;

•	 Refrain from engaging in any act or practice of 
discrimination against women;

•	 Take all appropriate measures to eliminate 
discrimination against women by any person, 
organization, or enterprise;

•	 Modify or abolish existing discriminatory laws, 
regulations, customs and practices;

•	 Repeal discriminatory penal provisions.29

To elaborate further, the CEDAW Committee in its 
General Recommendation No. 28 on Core Obligations 
of State Parties has made clear that States must ensure 
that “the principle of equality between women and 
men and of non-discrimination is enshrined in domestic 
law with an overriding and enforceable status.”30

In 1995, at the end of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action was adopted, providing a wide-ranging policy 

roadmap for achieving equality for women and girls. It 
flagged 12 key areas where urgent action was needed 
to ensure +equality and opportunities for women and 
girls and enumerated targeted strategic objectives. 
Strategic Objective A.2. is of particular relevance, 
guiding governments to revise laws and administrative 
practices to ensure women’s equal rights and access to 
economic resources. While CEDAW provides binding 
treaty obligations, the Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action translates this into a detailed, action-
oriented blueprint for governments, intergovernmental 
organizations, multilateral financial and development 
institutions, academic and research institutions, 
the private sector, national and international non-
governmental organizations, and women’s groups.

Following deep concern that women and girls were 
still subject to discrimination in law and practice, the 
United Nations Human Rights Council established the 
Working Group on the issue of Discrimination against 
Women in Law and in Practice in 2010.31 The Working 
Group enables deeper dialogue with States, UN 
entities, national human rights institutions, experts and 
civil society to “identify, promote and exchange views 
on best practices” on the elimination of discriminatory 
laws, study the ways and means in which it can 
cooperate with States to eliminate discrimination 
against women in law, and make recommendations on 
the improvement of legislation and implementation 
of the law to advance the equality and empowerment 
of women and girls.32 The UN Secretary General has 
also shown strong leadership on this topic. Since 2020 
alone, his Our Common Agenda report, the New Vision 
of the Secretrary-General for the Rule of Law, and the 
Pact for the Future, have all reiterated the importance 
of repealing discriminatory laws or addressing legal, 
social and economic barriers.

Within the 2030 Agenda, the elimination of 
discriminatory laws against women lies at the 
intersection of SDG 5 on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment, and SDG 16 on peace, justice, and 
strong institutions. SDG 5 Target 1 aims to end all 
forms of discrimination against all women and girls 
everywhere. Indicator 5.1.1 specifically focuses on 
“whether or not legal frameworks are in place to 
promote, enforce and monitor equality and non-
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discrimination on the basis of sex.”33 The status and 
progress under Indicator 5.1.1 is evaluated every 
two years by the World Bank, UN Women, and the 
OECD in collaboration with national statistics offices, 
national women’s machineries, legal and research 
experts. The assessment is carried out on the basis of 
a questionnaire containing over 40 questions, covering 
laws within a country’s overarching legal frameworks, 
laws to combat violence against women, laws on 
employment and economic benefits, and laws covering 
marriage and family life.34 In a similar manner, Indicator 
5.a.2 under the custodianship of FAO regularly tracks 
progress where legal frameworks – including customary 
law – guarantee women’s equal rights to land 
ownership and control. The indicators can strengthen 
momentum around legal reform by providing clear, 
comparative data; can prompt legislative reviews and 

reforms; and can be used to show the effect of legal 
protections in different areas – from declining rates of 
intimate partner violence to an increase in women’s 
labour force participation. These efforts are carried 
out in tandem to SDG 16, which includes the target to 
“promote and enforce non-discriminatory laws.”

Complementary instruments and mechanisms have also 
been established at the regional level. The Protocol to 
the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on 
the Rights of Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol) 
opened for signatures in 2003 and has 46 ratifications. 
Its Article 2 echoes CEDAW by requiring States to 
combat discrimination through appropriate legislative, 
institutional and other measures. Additional political 
momentum was provided by the Solemn Declaration 
on Gender Equality in Africa the following year, where 
the 55 African Union Heads of State reaffirmed 

© UN Women
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CEDAW and agreed, among other commitments, to 
enact legislation to end discrimination against women 
living with HIV/AIDS. In 1999, the African Union also 
established a Special Rapporteur on the Rights of 
Women in Africa, whose mandate includes assisting 
African governments with the general harmonization 
of national legislation to the rights of women in other 
international or regional treaties. A new Convention 
on Ending Violence Against Women and Girls (AU-
CEVAWG) was adopted in 2025 and is the African 
Union’s first continent-wide binding instrument 
focused solely on addressing violence against women 
and girls (VAWG). It goes beyond existing frameworks 
by providing greater detail on circumstances where 
women may experience violence, including in new 
spheres such as cyberspace.

Other binding legal instruments have also been 
adopted in Latin America and Europe. The Inter-
American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment, 
and Eradication of Violence against Women (the 
Belém do Pará Convention) is the first regional treaty 
in Latin America and the Caribbean to criminalize all 
forms of violence against women, and Articles 7 to 9 
also require the adoption or reform of legal measures 
to ensure sufficient legal protections for women and 
girls. Its Follow-Up Mechanism (MESECVI) ensures 
that the instrument’s 32 Parties are compliant with 
the Convention. In Europe, the Council of Europe 
Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence 
Against Women and Domestic Violence (the Istanbul 
Convention), which has been ratified by 39 States 
and the European Union, condemns all forms of 
discrimination against women, and binds Parties to 
take measures to prevent it – including enshrining 
constitutional equality between women and men, and 
abolishing discriminatory laws and practices.
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In many instances, the effects of discriminatory laws 
can cascade across sectors. Discriminatory nationality 
laws can not only deny women a legal identity – they 
can prevent them from working, receiving an income 
or owning property. Discriminatory laws on divorce 
can expose women to greater risk of violence or leave 
them unable to live a life of their choosing. While 
discriminatory laws can exist in any sector, there are 
some which are the most common and pervasive, and 
where consequences are most likely to be multiplied. 
Targeted interventions can therefore have cross-
cutting benefits for women across society. These 
areas include laws governing nationality, family and 
marriage, employment, social protection, violence 
against women, property rights, and land and natural 
resources. These provisions have significant and 
damaging impacts on the lives of women and girls.

3.1. Legal Identity, Nationality and 
Statelessness
Article 6 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
states that, “Everyone has the right to recognition 
everywhere as a person before the law.”35 Laws 
addressing legal identity, nationality and statelessness 
constitute the basis for people to participate as equal 
members of society and provide the foundation for 
them to access the full spectrum of human rights. For 
women, these laws are essential to access healthcare 
and education services, travel, own land and property, 
open bank accounts, start a business, be employed on 
an equal basis to men, and transmit legal identity to 
their children. 

Despite this, around 50 countries have nationality 
laws that contain provisions that discriminate against 
women and girls,36 which entrenches inequality and 
can reinforce the notion that women are not equal 
citizens.37 Women may face greater challenges than 

chapter 3. 
Key areas where discrimination 
in law persists

men in obtaining identification documents, including 
ID cards, residence permits and passports, which can 
bar them from accessing essential public services or 
exercising freedom of movement. 38 In 2021, in low-
income countries, an estimated 35 per cent of women 
did not have a legal form of ID, compared to 27 per 
cent of men.39 Restrictions are often more pronounced 
for married women, who may be required to be 
accompanied by a male guardian or provide additional 
documentation, such as a family booklet or a marriage 
certificate. Some countries employ separate passport 
application processes for women and men, with more 
stringent requirements for women.40

Discriminatory provisions also affect women’s ability to 
pass their nationality to their children. In 24 countries, 
women face significant legal and procedural barriers 
in this regard.41 A number of countries require a child 
to be registered exclusively by their father or another 
male family member in disregard of the agency of 
the mother.42 In others, a mother may be required to 
prove that her child was born within wedlock – while 
unmarried women may be prevented from registering 
their child’s birth altogether.43 The consequences can 
be far-reaching, putting considerable practical, financial 
and emotional strains on women, their children, and 
their families. It can also increase the likelihood of 
child statelessness, and contribute to what has been 
described as “an intergenerational spiral of poverty 
and destitution.”44 In 2023, the UN Special Rapporteur 
on violence against women and girls, its causes and 
consequences stated that discriminatory nationality 
laws and statelessness are mutually reinforcing, and 
described the resulting violation of multiple human 
rights as “tantamount to violence against women.”45

The reform of discriminatory nationality laws at the 
national level has been shown to lead to a reduction 
in the number of stateless people in a country. 
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3.2. Family Laws
Family laws cover a broad range of topics that are 
relevant for a person’s private life and their domestic 
relations. It includes both formal and customary laws 
on the rights of women and men with respect to 
marriage, divorce, property, inheritance, and matters 
relating to children - including custody, adoption, and 
guardianship.47 For generations, family dynamics have 
been shaped by culture, religion and tradition. It has 
long been an area that law and policymakers have 
been reluctant to codify, and where legislative reforms 
explicitly promoting equality between women and men 
have been slow to take hold.

Family laws that discriminate against women persist 
in 85 countries and often relegate them to the status 
of second-class citizens within their own homes.48 
For example, 18 countries still have provisions that 
require a married woman to obey her husband.49 Other 
national laws preclude the recognition of women as 
heads of households, diminish their legal capacity 
and economic autonomy, limit their ability to pursue 
professional roles, or exclude them from decision-

This was the case in Morocco, which amended its 
Nationality Code in 2007 to grant Moroccan women 
the same rights to confer nationality on their children 
as Moroccan men. The updated provision – which 
had retroactive effect – enabled tens of thousands of 
children born to Moroccan mothers and foreign fathers 
to obtain Moroccan nationality.46

Figure 3.1: Discrimination in legal identity, nationality 
and statelessness
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discriminatory provisions in their 
nationality laws 

Around 35 per cent of 
women do not have a legal form 
of ID

24 countries hinder women’s 
ability to pass their nationality to 
their children

© Unsplash - Sushanta Rokka
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making in both public and private spheres.50 These legal 
inequalities can also restrict women’s ability to seek 
support or leave situations of intimate partner violence.

Many States still permit child marriages,51 with 
estimates indicating that it may take 300 years to 
eliminate the practice at the current rate of progress.52 
The UN Human Rights Council acknowledged that 
child, early and forced marriage constitutes a violation 
of human rights. It is not only a harmful practice that 
disproportionately affects young women and girls, it is 
also recognized as  a form of  violence against young 
women and girls.53 In some cases, the minimum age for 
marriage differs for girls and boys – with the minimum 
age of marriage for women and girls set at a younger 
age than for men and boys.54 When girls are forced 
to drop out of school due to marriage, pregnancy, 
childbirth and childcare responsibilities, their 
future prospects for formal employment, economic 
opportunities and active participation and leadership in 
society can all be harmed.55

Discriminatory family laws also deny women the 
same rights as men to initiate or finalize divorce 
proceedings.56 In 45 countries, women face different 

requirements than men to finalize a divorce, while 67 
place additional limitations on how and when women 
can remarry compared to men.57 These unequal 
provisions limit women’s ability to leave abusive 
relationships, make independent life choices or secure 
financial stability.

Despite persistent barriers, family law reform has 
demonstrated clear and measurable impacts on 
women’s lives. Since 1970, over 600 million women 
have gained access to economic opportunities through 
reform of family laws granting them greater autonomy 
in marriage, divorce, inheritance, and household 
decision-making.58 Between 2014 and 2019, 15 
countries have eliminated legal exceptions that 
allowed children under 18 to marry.59 In Sub-Saharan 
Africa, stronger protections of property rights upon 
dissolution of marriage have been linked to an increase 
in women’s intrahousehold bargaining power, enabling 
them to negotiate better health behaviours and 
reducing their vulnerability to HIV.60 Kenya’s reform of 
the 1981 Law of Succession, granting equal inheritance 
rights to men and women, has been associated with 
improved educational outcomes for girls, reduced 
likelihood of undergoing female genital mutilation, 

Figure 3.2: Number of economies with elements of discriminatory family laws

Source: The World Bank, “Women, Business and the Law Data 2023”, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4007971?ln=en&v=pdf. 

Question Economies with a “YES” Economies with a “NO”
Number  

of economies
Percentage  

of economies
Number  

of economies
Percentage  

of economies

1.	 Is the law free of legal provisions that 
require a married woman to obey her 
husband?

171 91 18 9

2.	 Can a woman be head of household in 
the same way as a man?

162 85 28 15

3.	 Is there legislation specifically 
addressing domestic violence?

162 85 28 15

4.	 Can a woman obtain a judgment of 
divorce in the same way as a man?

144 76 46 24

5.	 Does a woman have the same rights to 
remarry as a man?

122 64 68 36

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4007971?ln=en&v=pdf
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greater access to prenatal care, and increased agency in 
decisions around marriage and childbearing.61 Reforms 
to family law have also been linked to a reduction in 
DV, where in some instances the introduction of no-
fault divorce has contributed to a one-third reduction 
of DV.62

3.3. Violence against Women and Girls
Laws prohibiting VAWG are a powerful statement of a 
State’s intention to ensure that women and girls have 
the right to live a life free of harm and abuse, but the 
lack of comprehensive provisions in many national 
frameworks leave women and girls susceptible to 
different forms of discrimination and abuse.63 VAWG 
remains a pervasive problem around the world, and 
one which is further exacerbated in situations of 
crisis – including natural disasters and conflict.64 It 
can take many forms, including DV, rape and sexual 
abuse, sexual harassment, harmful traditional practices, 
and trafficking in persons.65 Such violence has been 
recognized as “both a cause and consequence” 
of inequality for women and girls,66 and is a grave 
violation of their human rights which can have serious 
physical, sexual, psychological, and economic harms.67 

Despite this, penal codes in many low- and middle-
income countries do not criminalize some of the most 
common forms of violence that women face, such as 
marital rape, or allow for defences based on “honour”, 
“provocation” or voluntary intoxication to escape 
criminal liability.68 Forty-six countries have yet to enact 
legal provisions that criminalize DV, and existing legal 
definitions may fail to comprehensively capture some 
of the most egregious forms of harm, including sexual 
abuse.69 Legal definitions of sexual crimes, such as 
rape, often do not reflect a consent-based approach 
and continue to require proof of physical force or 
penetration.70 In some countries, rape within marriage 
is either explicitly or implicitly permitted, as the 
concept of consent is denied once a marital relationship 
is established. In several countries, perpetrators may 
avoid prosecution by marrying the survivor.71 Despite 
the prevalence of sexual harassment, 48 countries have 
not adopted laws criminalizing it. Where they do, they 
often fail to extend the scope of protection beyond 
the workplace to other areas where women are likely 

to experience abuse and harassment, including public 
spaces, educational institutions, or – increasingly – 
online spaces.72

Nevertheless, there have been significant legislative 
developments in addressing VAWG over the past three 
decades, with 1,718 legislative measures documented 
across 188 countries.73 While early laws focused solely 
on criminalization, over time, countries put greater 
emphasis on preventive measures in legislation as well 
as stronger legal protections. Many countries now 
have DV laws combining both criminal prosecution and 
civil protections. Marital rape has been criminalized, 
including in South Korea, Japan, the Philippines and 
Taiwan. Several countries, especially in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, have recently recognized the 
crime of femicide, such as in Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Mexico, Paraguay and Uruguay.74 Rape shield 
laws prohibiting the discussion of a survivor’s sexual 
history or reputation in court, originating in the United 
States, have been adopted predominantly by common 
law countries and are expected to be more widely 
embraced in the wake of the European Union’s 2024 
Directive “On Combating Violence Against Women 
and Domestic Violence.” The adoption of regional 
documents including the Istanbul Convention and the 
AU-CEVAWG have prompted significant legal reforms, 
capacity-building initiatives, and stand-alone national 
action plans across national contexts.75

3.4. Online VAWG
As digital technologies continue to dramatically 
transform our world, they also expose women and 
girls to new and different forms of VAWG. Online 
VAWG can include the non-consensual creation, 
dissemination, distribution or sharing of sexual or 
intimate photographs, videos, or audio clips – including 
through artificial intelligence and deepfakes. It can 
also include scenarios where perpetrators access, use, 
control, or manipulate private information and personal 
data, as well as instances of cyberstalking, cyber-
harassment, and cyber-bullying.76 Violence in these 
digital contexts often occurs as “part of a continuum of 
multiple, recurring and interrelated forms of violence 
across online and offline spaces,” and can aggravate the 
level of surveillance, trafficking, and physical violence 
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perpetrated against women and girls.77 Women 
who also experience other forms of discrimination 
– including discrimination due to their race, colour, 
religion, age, disability, and nationality – may be more 
impacted by violence online.78

Many countries have inadequate legal frameworks to 
prevent and respond to online VAWG. In countries 
with legislation to address online and digital violence, 
the laws are often outdated and vague, forcing 
women to pursue justice and accountability through 
an inadequate “patchwork” of existing crimes.79 
Addressing online VAWG effectively requires the 
development of special laws and policies that promote 
the safety, security and privacy of women and girls and 
strengthening of accountability mechanisms through 
laws, policies and independent bodies. In the United 
Kingdom, for example, the Online Safety Act 2023 
provides strengthened provisions to address online 
VAWG, including measures to convict individuals who 
share intimate images without consent. Additionally, 
the Act further criminalizes the non-consensual sharing 
of intimate deepfakes.80 

Australia became the first country in the world to 
appoint an e-Safety Commissioner, an independent 
regulator and educator for online safety, which 
exercises its regulatory powers under the 2015 Online 
Safety Act.81 Recent changes have enhanced the 
Commissioner’s powers to address violence across 
digital platforms, including a new reporting scheme for 
adult cyber abuse that enables adult victims of harmful 
online abuse to seek support when online platforms fail 
to act.82 Mexico has introduced various legal reforms to 
incorporate online forms of VAWG into existing legal 
frameworks, criminalizing sextortion, threats, cyber 
harassment, sexual harassment, and non-consensual 
image sharing. In particular, the introduction of the 
Olimpia Law, carrying a six-year sentence for sharing 
non-consensual images depicting sexual content, has 
been fundamental to driving such reforms across 28 
local legislatures.83 Ghana has introduced laws aimed 
at protecting women from non-consensual sharing of 
intimate images.84 Senegal, in partnership with civil 
society, has developed an online portal to flag sexual 
content or images of children.85

3.5. Economic Rights, Employment and 
Social Protection
Economic rights for women provide a foundation 
for peaceful societies and economic growth. Equal 
employment of women in the labour market allows 
countries to make full use of the available talent 
pool, increasing productivity and efficiency and 
reducing dependency ratios in countries with ageing 
populations.86 Gender equality has been positively 
associated with higher levels of per capita GDP, 
competitiveness, and human development indicators, 
including through a higher investment in children’s 
school enrolment.87 Closing gender gaps in labour 
force participation could raise countries’ overall labour 
productivity growth and thus boost national GDP.88 
As gender inequality is associated with higher income 
inequality and reduced economic diversification,89 
investing in women’s economic empowerment 
through equal rights and greater financial inclusion can 
strengthen economic resilience and support sustainable 
growth.90   

Worldwide, many countries continue to impose legal 
restrictions on women’s access to employment.91 
Research shows that women in 59 of the 190 
economies surveyed still face legal and systemic 
barriers to accessing jobs in different economic sectors, 
including mining, factories, construction, energy, water, 
agriculture, and transportation.92 These restrictions 
limit women’s employment opportunities, especially in 
economies where industrial sectors form the backbone 
of the economy and employ the majority of the labour 
force.93 Women’s economic rights also continue to 
be undermined by laws requiring them to obtain 
authorization to work from a spouse or male relative. 
These laws also affect women’s pay and employment 
benefits, access to pensions, and entitlement to part-
time work or periods of absence due to childcare.94 
Laws can also restrict women’s ability to enter into 
commercial contracts or to be recognized as having full 
and equal legal capacity.95 In some countries, women 
are not able to sign contracts, register businesses, 
or open a bank account in the same way as men,96 
impeding their entrepreneurship and placing severe 
restrictions on their economic empowerment.97 The 
existence of these barriers also has impacts on their 
well-being, social empowerment, health and education.
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Within the workplace, the persistence of pay inequality 
perpetuates discrimination. The World Bank’s Women, 
Business and the Law 2024 report indicates that a 
woman earns on average only 77 cents in labour 
income for every dollar earned by a man. Furthermore, 
out of the 190 countries studied in the report, 92 still 
lack legislation requiring equal pay for equal work, 
and among those that have adopted such legislation, 
less than one in five have implemented mechanisms 
to overcome pay inequality.98 Additionally, there are 
significantly more men than women in leadership 
and management positions. ILO reports that only 32 
per cent of global senior leadership positions in both 
the public and private sectors are held by women 
and a mere 28 per cent of employer and business 
membership organizations (EBMOs) have reached 
parity at the managerial level.99 Moreover, women may 
be adversely affected by inequitable parental leave 
agreements. Inequalities between men and women can 

be reduced through enshrining the right to parental 
leave and ensuring that both parents are able to share 
care-giving responsibilities regarding their children. 
While almost all countries have paid and job-protected 
maternity leave, research by ILO into practices in 
185 countries revealed that only 115 countries 
offer a right to paternity leave – meaning that, in 
many circumstances, child-raising is the exclusive 
prerogative of the mother. In 45 countries, maternity 
leave is covered by the employer and not by the State. 
Consequently, certain categories of workers, including 
self-employed women or women in the informal sector, 
may also be unable to access social protection or 
assistance schemes.100

In addition to the formal employment sector, attitudes 
towards the informal care economy can limit women’s 
economic opportunities. The care economy supports 
the physical, social, mental and emotional well-being of 

© UN Women - Jordan
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Figure 3.3: Women in the workplace
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care-dependent groups – such as children, the elderly, 
the ill, and people with disabilities, as well as healthy, 
working-age adults.101 Providing care work – at home, 
for families and friends, or within the community – is 
time-intensive and often unpaid, and the overwhelming 
majority of this work is undertaken by women.102 
Alleviating the unpaid care burden through formalizing 
care activities and adopting well-designed social 
protection policies and programmes can reduce 
and prevent a cycle of poverty and vulnerability103 – 
but data shows that only 45 per cent of the global 
population is effectively covered by at least one 
social protection benefit, leaving over 4 billion people 
worldwide unprotected.104 

There are strong indications though that progress in 
ensuring economic rights for women is possible and 
can drive changes. In 2003, Norway became the first 
economy to require a more balanced representation 
for corporate boards, a move now reflected in the 
European Union’s 2022 directive to promote a 
more balanced composition on the boards of listed 
companies throughout the region.105 Globally, 55 
economies have laws prohibiting discrimination 
in recruitment based on marital or parental status 
and age, and national human rights ombudsman 
institutions, such as in Cyprus and Poland, have 
addressed discrimination in hiring by private 
businesses.106 Employer pay gap reporting has been 
implemented to avoid discriminatory pay practices, 

such as in Spain, where companies are required to 
create and maintain a pay transparency registry, or 
face sanctions from the Labor Inspectorate.107 In 
recent years, countries like Pakistan, the UAE, and 
Viet Nam have lifted restrictions on women’s ability 
to work at night or in jobs deemed dangerous. Laws 
recently enacted in Costa Rica, Mauritius, and Croatia 
guarantee in law equal pay for work of equal value.108  
Several governments have adopted financing programs 
providing support for female entrepreneurs and 
national strategies focusing on women’s access to 
financial services, such as Niger’s National Financial 
Inclusion Strategy.109

3.6. Property and Land
Secure rights to land and property are the basis upon 
which billions of people rely for the realization of 
their fundamental rights and their socio-economic 
prosperity.110 Women’s rights to property, especially 
land and natural resources, are essential to advancing 
their earnings and savings, enabling a better standard 
of living, improving nutrition and food security for 
themselves and their communities, and resulting in 
better indicators on health and education. It can also 
give women greater standing in their families and 
communities, improved credit and financial stability, 
resiliency in times of crisis and increased opportunities 
to participate and lead decision-making both in 
the household, and in the broader community.111 In 
Tanzania, where more than 80 per cent of women 
are engaged in the agricultural sector, women who 
are granted stronger land rights earn up to 3.8 times 
more income and are more likely to have individual 
savings.112 Access to ownership of land and housing in 
India was shown to improve women’s mobility outside 
the home and their intrahousehold decision-making 
abilities.113

However, in law and in practice, women are still largely 
excluded from having the same legal rights as men 
in owning, using or controlling land. Nearly 40 per 
cent of all countries limit women’s property rights in 
some way, often through local laws and customs.114 
Legal frameworks and prevailing social norms create 
obstacles for women in purchasing, registering, or 
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maintaining property in their own names.115 Limited 
access to land ownership can also be detrimental 
for their ability to access credit, impeding them from 
using land as collateral to secure loans for business or 
agricultural activities. The absence of laws to protect 
and reinforce women’s land ownership also leaves 
women vulnerable to conflict over land.

Land and property rights for women can be significantly 
impacted by discriminatory family laws. Research has 
shown that legislation ensuring equal ownership rights 
for women and men is linked to a higher probability 
of women owning a house.116 In cases of divorce 
or separation, women may lose access to property 
acquired during marriage. Regarding inheritance, 
many countries provide different rights for male and 
female surviving spouses, or distinguish between 
the inheritance rights of daughters and sons.117 The 
implementation of plural legal systems can, in many 

cases, deprive women of their rights to own, manage 
or use community land.  In some cases, customary laws 
do not recognize women’s equal rights to own land, 
operate to prioritize male heirs in inheritance claims, 
or deprive women’s equal participation in dispute 
resolution processes on land.118

There has been some progress in securing land and 
property rights for women. For example, in 2022, Sierra 
Leone adopted the Customary Land Rights Act, which 
sought to address inequalities in land ownership and 
access for women who had been historically excluded. 
The Act eliminates discriminatory “restrictions relating 
to customary land rights and requires all enterprises, 
including mining companies, to address the adverse 
impact of commercial land use on women and 
children.”119  In Uganda, IDLO supported the training 
of district and community stakeholders in Lamwo, 
Wakiso, Lira, Nebbi, Iganga and Kampala by legal 

© IDLO - Rwanda
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officers from FIDA-Uganda. Participants were trained on 
women’s land rights, including rights of married women, 
cohabiting women and daughters to own property under 
the customary tenure system, which is predominant in 
the district. The training program was critical for women 
as cases involving violations of women’s land rights 
remain despite the legal protections afforded under both 
statutory and customary law. The trainings empowered 
women to claim their land rights and ownership as 
provided by the law.

3.7. Environmental Protection 
Equitable laws and policies that promote a clean 
and healthy environment are not only essential for 
environmental protection and conservation – they 
are also fundamental for ensuring that countries and 

communities are able to adapt to the rising frequency 
and severity of natural disasters, extreme weather 
events and environmental degradation. Furthermore, 
diminishing water sources, rising sea-levels, 
desertification, biodiversity loss and unpredictable 
weather patterns all have a profound impact on those 
within society who rely upon the land and its natural 
resources for their lives and livelihoods. 

For women and girls, these environmental challenges 
may compel them to work longer hours and to shoulder 
a greater burden of unpaid care work and domestic 
responsibilities. In the Global South in particular, 
many women work in sectors like agriculture, where 
periods of drought in conjunction with desertification 
and biodiversity loss can put their livelihoods at risk. 
Natural disasters can also disrupt women and girls’ 

Figure 3.4: At the current trajectory, by 2030 women will only hold 25 per cent of green jobs

Source: Boston Consulting Group, ”Why Climate Action Needs a Gender Focus?” 29 October 2021, https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/
climate-action-impact-on-gender-equality.
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ability to access healthcare, food and water, and 
expose them to worsening situations of insecurity and 
a higher risk of violence, early and forced marriage, and 
trafficking.120 

Unfortunately, many environmental laws, policies 
and action plans fail to take into consideration the 
distinctive ways in which the livelihoods of women 
and girls are affected.121 For some women, the 
consequences may be further amplified by factors such 
as age, ethnicity, race and caste. 

Legal inequality can particularly contribute to the 
struggles faced by women, including Indigenous 
women, rural women and women belonging to local 
communities. Adaptation and investment laws and 
policies are typically designed for the promotion of 
large-scale, commercial farming of industrial crops, 
disadvantaging women who are often involved in 
small-scale agricultural production and impeding their 
equal rights to employment and food security.122 Often, 
laws and policies that reference the impact of natural 
disasters on women perpetuate a victim narrative, 
and fail to expressly acknowledge their importance as 
active agents of change and decision-makers. 123  

Furthermore, many laws fail to recognize how existing 
discrimination in one area – such as economic rights 
– can be compounded by environmental shocks, 
such as drought, famine and natural disasters.124 
For example, while an estimated 67 million new 
jobs will be created in the green economy by 2030, 
the under-representation of women in traditionally 
male-dominated industries, such as the energy 
sector, suggests that only around 25 per cent of 
these new jobs will go to women. Thus, eliminating 
discriminatory laws and barriers to the labour market 
can support a just transition and ensure that women 
and girls equitably benefit from the proliferation of 
new “green jobs”,  which have emerged as countries 
seek to promote a clean and healthy environment and 
safeguard their national energy security by expanding 
infrastructure investment into renewable energy.125

Laws that prohibit discrimination and ensure that all 
women and girls can participate in the development, 
implementation and monitoring of policies and plans 
relating to the environment are urgently needed. 

Promising legal developments have been undertaken 
at the national and regional levels. In Fiji, the National 
Climate Change Policy (2018-2030) and 2021 Climate 
Change Act explicitly endorse the principles of gender 
equality and recognize women as agents of change, 
and the National Disaster Risk Reduction Policy 
establishes “gender-based approaches” as a guiding 
principle.126 The Philippines’ 2010 Disaster Risk 
Reduction and Management Act includes principles 
of equality, provides for specific representation of 
women’s agencies in its institutions, and establishes 
participatory opportunities for women, highlighting 
the need to investigate how women’s needs may differ 
from those of men.127 Kenya’s 2016 Climate Change 
Act aims to “mainstream intergenerational and gender 
equity in all aspects of climate change responses,” and 
includes a requirement that its high-level National 
Climate Change Council ”approve a national gender 
and intergenerational responsive public education 
awareness strategy and implementation programme.”128

Barriers to Eliminating Discriminatory Laws

Several key factors contribute towards the slow 
progress in eliminating discriminatory laws:

Legal, customary and institutional barriers:

•	 The persistence of discriminatory traditions, 
customs and religious practices against women and 
girls further poses a challenge to legal reform.129 
Areas of law that often defer to customs or religious 
practices, such as family law, have been slower 
in terms of reform, as these are often rooted 
in conservative values and can, in some cases, 
resonate better than formal legal systems with 
local communities.130 Social norms have, in various 
contexts, heightened women’s and girls’ risks to 
VAWG, seen them sidelined in decision-making, and 
facilitated the denial of key rights that would enable 
their political and economic empowerment.131 Lack 
of institutional capacity, including awareness of 
women’s rights and limited gender-mainstreaming, 
can also slow the rate of progress.

 
Political, socio-cultural and funding barriers:

•	 Consistent political will to formulate and implement 
laws that promote equality between women and 
men, coupled with “broad-based consensus of 
whole societies” is essential to advancing progress 
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on the elimination of discriminatory laws, yet it 
remains inadequate in many contexts.132 Political 
representatives may be reluctant to advocate for 
law reform advancing equality in fear of losing 
political or social support. In situations of crisis, 
including in health emergencies, conflict and post-
conflict situations, and natural disasters, law reform 
is often delayed or is not a priority.

•	 The lack of political support is also reflected in a 
lack of adequate funding for initiatives that assess 
the impacts of discriminatory laws on women 
and girls, raise awareness amongst religious 
leaders and communities, and engage in advocacy 
efforts with governments to advance further legal 
reforms. Funding priority shifts amongst donors 
or short-term project funding can also result in 
inadequate financing to support efforts targeted 
towards the elimination of discriminatory laws.133 
While it is difficult to ascertain precisely how much 
money is spent on justice for women worldwide, 
the justice sector itself has witnessed a reduction 
in funding in recent years: according to an OECD 
report from 2024, Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) to justice has been on a downward trend 

since 2012 – accounting for just 1.1 per cent of all 
aid,134 while just 0.3 per cent of aid was in support 
of ending VAWG.135 

 
Barriers to participation:

•	 Additionally, the failure to engage women and 
girls and their advocates in law-making processes 
has hindered progress on the adoption or reform 
of equitable, responsive legislation. The effective 
design and implementation of laws require the 
full participation of women and girls at all aspects 
of law making.  Research has shown that greater 
representation of women in parliaments is linked 
with legal reforms to expand women’s rights, often 
generating “momentum needed for governments 
to take action on discriminatory laws.”136 However, 
women’s political participation and leadership has 
also seen slow progress.  As of 1 January 2025, 
there are 26 countries where 29 women serve as 
heads of State and/or government,137 only 23.3 per 
cent of government ministers are women, and just 
26.9 per cent of members of single or lower houses 
of parliament are women.138

Figure 3.5: Percentage of women at different levels of national government (2000-2025)

Source: Council on Foreign Relations, Women’s Power Index, https://www.cfr.org/tracker/womens-power-index 

0

10

20

30

The number of countries with strong female representation in the national government has stalled after consistent 
growth since 2000.

Countries with a female head 
of State or government

Countries with at least 50% 
women in national cabinet

Countries with at least 50% 
women in national parliament

https://www.cfr.org/tracker/womens-power-index


EQUALITY IN LAW FOR WOMEN AND GIRLS 22

•	 Women are often excluded from participating in 
peace negotiations and post-conflict reconstruction. 
However, research has also shown that post-
conflict settings in many instances have successfully 
led to increased women’s political participation and 
advances in women’s rights protection.139 Post-
conflict transitions create “political openings” for 
women’s groups to advocate for change or cause 
major disruptions in power dynamics with women 
taking over leadership roles traditionally held by 
men.140 As women take on new roles, foundations 
for a new society are established through a new 
constitution, institutions and legal frameworks. For 
example, 94 per cent of post-conflict constitutions 
contain anti-discriminatory provisions based on 
sex.141 Post-conflict transitions offer openings to 
repeal discriminatory laws against women and 
introduce legal reforms responsive to women’s 
needs to better protect their rights and promote 
equality.142

 

Data, research and information gaps:

•	 Law and policymakers cannot address problems 
they cannot see. Without disaggregated sectoral 
analyses, the distinctive challenges women face 
in different parts of their life are not adequately 
captured. In some instances, discriminatory 
provisions are clearly identifiable through a de 
jure assessment – but often a detailed study of 
the impact and outcomes is required to fully 
understand the extent to which laws are effective 
or discriminatory. Limited resources and a lack of 
technical capacity result in a lack of uniform data 
collection and use – and, even where it exists, the 
information is not readily accessible or available for 
relevant stakeholders. Investing in data collection 
and empirical research is necessary to bridge the 
gap between policy and practice.

© Unsplash - Oshomah Abubakar
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access to productive and financial resources and (iv) 
restricted civil liberties.143 The World Bank Group’s 
Women, Business and the Law 2024 report analyzes the 
laws and regulations of 190 economies to measure 
their impact upon women’s economic empowerment 
and women’s economic opportunity. Data collected 
is structured around eight key areas, namely 
entrepreneurship, mobility, workplace, pay, pension, 
assets, marriage, and parenthood.144

At the regional level, the Ibero-American General 
Secretariat (SEGIB) provides a detailed legal 
analysis of 22 Ibero-American countries, focusing 
on discriminatory provisions related to the pay gap 
between women and men, restrictions on women’s 
employment, unpaid care or domestic work, limited 
maternity and paternity leave, and pension coverage.145 
Data collected is also compiled into a Virtual Platform 
for Legislation on Autonomy and Economic Empowerment 
of Women in Latin America, a visual dashboard which 
can serve as a key tool for law- and policymakers, 
civil society, and members of the general public to 
understand the nature and extent of discriminatory 
laws that impact women’s economic empowerment in 
Latin America.146

At the country level, legal assessments are crucial 
tools for lawmakers to identify areas which require 
attention and urgent reform. Their reliance on 
participatory approaches, such as multistakeholder 
discussions, provides space for women’s rights 
organizations and experts to share information on 
sensitive issues and further shed light on the justice 
needs of women. Furthermore, they allow civil 
society to increase awareness about the seriousness 
of discrimination against women and girls and its 

Creating a level playing field in law can be enhanced by 
fostering enabling conditions. This chapter highlights 
selected approaches and key success factors for 
tackling discriminatory laws and addressing gaps in 
legal protection, including by exploring case studies 
from IDLO’s programmes and highlighting best 
practices and promising aspects undertaken by other 
actors in various fields and levels.

4.1. Conducting Legal Assessments
Undertaking legal assessments is crucial for identifying 
the gaps in legal protections and discriminatory 
provisions against women and girls. These assessments 
are an invaluable resource for lawmakers and 
policymakers, researchers, development partners, 
CSOs and other stakeholders to galvanize momentum 
for legal reform. There is no prescribed format for legal 
assessments: some may have a defined geographic 
scope – including comparative or regional reviews – 
while others may hone in on pre-determined thematic 
areas. Reviewing legislation for compliance with the 
principles of CEDAW can provide a common reference 
point for assessments. As the vast majority of the 
world’s countries are parties to CEDAW, this can also 
ensure that they are complying with their obligations 
under international law.

At the global level, the OECD Development Centre’s 
Social Institutions and Gender Index examines the 
laws, social norms and practices in 179 countries that 
restrict women and girls’ rights and their access to 
empowerment opportunities and resources. To support 
law and policymaking experts with the necessary data, 
the index assesses four dimensions: (i) discrimination in 
the family; (ii) restricted physical integrity; (iii) restricted 

chapter 4. 
Selected approaches to the elimination 
of discriminatory laws and strengthening 
legal frameworks on equality 
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impact on communities, and enable them to work 
with governments for legislative change.  Example of 
country-level legal assessments include those carried 
out by IDLO in Kenya, Sierra Leone and the Philippines. 

Equality for Women and Girls: Legal 
Assessments in Kenya, Sierra Leone, and the 
Philippines

To contribute to the Equality in Law for Women and Girls 
by 2030 strategy and advance progress on the ground, 
IDLO, in partnership with UN Women and national 
stakeholders,  conducted four legal assessment reports 
on eliminating discriminatory laws against women and 
girls in Kenya, Sierra Leone, and the Philippines.

Sierra Leone:

•	 Strengthening Equality in Law: Mapping and Analysis 
of Sierra Leone’s Legal Landscape was published 
by IDLO in partnership with UN Women and the 
Sierra Leone Office of the Attorney General and 
Ministry of Justice in Sierra Leone in 2022. The 
analysis of domestic laws covered the Constitution; 
38 domestic laws; seven bills that were in various 
stages of consideration by the Cabinet and other 

government departments and agencies; and several 
policy measures, which if fully implemented, could 
complement the legislative reform agenda in Sierra 
Leone. 

•	 The analysis revealed that a total of 22 laws, 
including key sections and provisions of the 
Constitution of Sierra Leone had to be amended or 
revised; six had to be repealed in whole or in part; 
and at least seven new laws had to be enacted to 
bring Sierra Leone’s legislative framework in line 
with its international and regional obligations on 
women’s rights and women’s empowerment. The 
report also emphasized the need to prioritize the 
implementation of national laws that fulfil standards 
on women’s rights and equality between women 
and men, and in this context, recommended at least 
two policy measures to complement the legislative 
reform agenda.147

•	 To support the implementation of 
recommendations, IDLO provided a detailed 
roadmap to policymakers outlining the reform 
process. Among the key recommended actions 
was an amendment to raise the minimum age 
of marriage to 18 years throughout the country, 
regardless of customary laws and practices. In July 
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2024, the Sierra Leone Parliament enacted the 
Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, which sets the 
age of marriage at 18, applied strict penalties to 
offenders, and strengthened protection measures 
for victims of child marriage.148

Kenya:

•	 National assessments also serve as a key resource 
for national law reform bodies. IDLO, UN Women 
and the Kenyan Law Reform Commission (KLRC) 
undertook the Strengthening Gender Equality in 
Law: Mapping Discriminatory Laws against Women 
and Girls in Kenya assessment, which reviewed 
the Kenyan Constitution and 21 other laws. This 
covered a range of issues, including succession and 
inheritance, land and economic empowerment, 
employment and labour, participation in public 
and political life, VAWG, and nationality rights. 
The report identified 9 laws for repeal and 17 laws 
for revision in order to align them with the 2010 
Constitution.

•	 The report also provided an analysis of selected 
case law on equality between women and men and 
on women’s empowerment in Kenya, showcasing 
the crucial role of the courts in advancing the 
implementation of equality imperatives contained in 
the Constitution and the normative standards under 
CEDAW and other human rights instruments that 
Kenya is a State Party to.149 KLRC highlighted that 
law reform and implementation of the proposed 
policy actions in the report will enable the filling of 
gaps identified in the Kenyan legislation. This will 
ensure the full enjoyment of women and girls’ rights 
and fundamental freedoms and the realization of 
the country’s Vision 2030 blueprint.150

•	 The analysis was carried out between February 
2020 and September 2021, and subsequently there 
has been significant progress in reforming a number 
of discriminatory laws in Kenya. IDLO provided 
technical support towards drafting the Law of 
Succession (Amendment) Bill and revised Probate 
& Administration Rules, which aim to secure the 
rights of widows and daughters to inherit property. 
Implementation of the report’s findings has also led 
to strengthening legal frameworks for responding 
to SGBV, contributing to a rise in resolved cases 
from approximately 6,000 in 2021 to over 10,000 
in 2023. In addition, several county governments 
have passed localized legislation that specifically 
mandates women’s participation in decision-making 
bodies on matters concerning the environment and 
natural resources management.

The Philippines:

•	 In 2022, IDLO and UN Women in partnership 
with the Philippine Commission on Women (PCW) 
released a report on Strengthening Gender Equality 
in Law: An Analysis of Philippine Laws. At the time of 
the review, the report found that there were still 
existing laws that discriminated against women 
and girls and that did not recognize their unique 
experiences, thus failing to address their specific 
issues and concerns. Despite the adoption of 
the Magna Carta of Women in 2009, which was 
designed, as a response to CEDAW obligations, 
to correct outstanding legal obstacles to equality 
and promote the rights of Filipino women, 
discriminatory provisions have remained, as have 
legal gaps where women’s rights are overlooked and 
unprotected. 

•	 The assessment recommended the adoption 
of seven new laws to address issues relating 
to the rights of women and girls that were not 
yet covered in existing legislation. Thirty-nine 
laws were identified for revision to address 
gaps in implementing various CEDAW General 
Recommendations, Concluding Observations of 
the CEDAW Committee to the Philippines, and the 
recommendations of other treaty bodies overseeing 
the implementation of international human rights 
treaties ratified by the Philippines. The rest of the 
laws were recommended to be harmonized with 
the provisions of the Magna Carta of Women, or 
through the use of the oversight functions of both 
houses of Congress.151

•	 Since the assessment was conducted, several 
national laws have been enacted to address 
discriminatory provisions and legal gaps impacting 
women and girls. These include Republic Act No. 
11596, prohibiting child marriage; Republic Act No. 
11648, raising the age of sexual consent from 12 to 
16; and Republic Act No. 11930, which strengthens 
protections against online sexual abuse and 
exploitation of children.

 
The realization of the recommendations resulting 
from these studies will require high-level political 
commitment and advocacy involving all stakeholders 
for substantial reforms accompanied by strong 
implementation measures.
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In addition to comprehensive country assessments, 
legal assessments can adopt a specific thematic focus, 
allowing for a more in-depth analysis of specific legal 
issues and concerns. This includes the work of the 
Global Campaign for Equal Nationality Rights, whose 
report on Equal Nationality Rights and the Sustainable 
Development Goals seeks to mobilize international 
action to reform discriminatory nationality laws.152 
Equality Now similarly focuses on ending legal 
inequality, sexual exploitation, sexual violence and 
harmful practices against women and girls. Its study 
Barriers to Justice: Rape in Africa, Law, Practice and 
Access to Justice provides an in-depth assessment of 
sexual violence laws in Africa and suggests targeted 
recommendations for national governments.153 IDLO 
has also worked with local actors and key national 
stakeholders in Mongolia and the Philippines to 
address persisting gaps in legislation relating to 
thematic areas such as DV and the environment.

Addressing Women’s Needs through 
Thematic Legal Assessments in Mongolia 
and the Philippines

Mongolia:

•	 In 2021, IDLO conducted a comprehensive research 
study titled Research Assessing the Implementation of 
a Victim-Centered Approach Along the Justice Chain 
in DV Cases in Mongolia to analyze the legal and 
regulatory framework on DV, identify gaps and 
challenges, and provide recommendations from 
a survivor-centred perspective.154 The initiative 
was carried out by IDLO with the support of the 
Government of Canada through the Strengthening 
the Response to Gender-based Violence in Mongolia 
(2019-2023) programme. Despite significant efforts 
to strengthen the legal framework addressing DV 
through the introduction of new laws, amendments, 
and regulations, the study found that the 
percentage of reported cases that proceeded to 
prosecution remained low, and the prevalence of 
DV did not decrease significantly. 

•	 The research focused on several types of DV 
offences in four districts of Ulaanbaatar (Chingeltei, 
Nalaikh, Songinokhairkhan, and Bayanzürkh) and 
four provinces (Arkhangai, Tuv, Dorngobi, and 
Khovd). Findings and recommendations were 
compiled into a comprehensive report (published 

in Mongolian) and presented to key stakeholders 
from law enforcement, the judiciary, CSOs, and the 
Human Rights Commission of Mongolia at a round 
table discussion. A report, incorporating feedback 
gathered from the discussion, was submitted to 
two parliamentary working groups responsible 
for revising the country’s Criminal Law and Law 
on Infringements. In total, 209 participants, 
including police officers, judges, prosecutors, and 
representatives of civil society and the Human 
Rights Commission participated in 29 focus group 
discussions on the report and its findings.

 
The Philippines:

•	 IDLO conducted research on Advancing Gender 
Equality in Climate Action: Gender Assessment of 
Climate and Environmental Laws in the Philippines, 
as part of the IDLO-funded programme on 
Advancing Women’s and Girls’ Action for Climate 
Justice through the Rule of Law (2022-2024). The 
report was published in 2024, in partnership 
with the Department of Environment and 
Natural Resources (DENR), the Climate Change 
Commission (CCC), and PCW. The analysis 
resulted from the understanding that despite 
considerable progress in enacting laws to tackle 
environmental challenges and promote equality 
between women and men, significant gaps remain 
in the Philippine legislation. Four main areas were 
scrutinized: environmental legislation, disaster risk 
reduction, land and resource rights, and VAWG, 
particularly in emergencies. 

•	 The assessment reviewed 53 laws, in which it 
found notable gaps. These included insufficient 
representation of women in disaster risk 
management, inadequate legal provisions for 
women’s participation in land and resource 
management, and failure to update VAWG 
and social protection laws to address the 
disproportionate effect on women and girls 
of environmental challenges. To address these 
issues, the assessment proposed several targeted 
reforms, such as revising existing laws to 
incorporate measures that respond to women’s 
needs, enhancing women’s participation in 
legislative and disaster management processes, 
and improving legal protections on VAWG. 
Furthermore, it suggested strengthening the 
role of women in local disaster risk management 
councils and revising national laws to better 
protect women from violence during emergencies. 



 ELIMINATING DISCRIMINATORY LAWS AND STRENGTHENING LEGAL FRAMEWORKS 27

Finally, the assessment underscored the need for 
multi-sectoral collaboration and for legislative 
bodies to actively oversee and ensure the 
integration of women and girls’ perspectives 
in all aspects of environmental laws, ultimately 
empowering women and girls in the Philippines.155

 

Good Practices and Policy Guidance on 
Conducting Legal Assessments

•	 Use CEDAW and other international human rights 
treaties and commitments, as benchmarks;

•	 Engage national and local stakeholders through 
participatory processes;

•	 Ensure assessments are timely and responsive to 
changing legal and political contexts;

•	 Implement the assessments’ recommendations 
through concrete road maps for reform,  action 
plans, and implementation pathways;

•	 Comparative and regional assessments can facilitate 
the exchange of best practices across borders and 
increase momentum for reform.

4.2. Capacity-Building for Relevant 
State Actors
Capacity-building on responsive legal reform for 
relevant stakeholders, including parliamentarians, 
justice sector actors and national institutions, 
represents another vital approach to advancing the 
elimination of discriminatory laws against women 
and girls. These stakeholders have the potential to 
transform power relations between women and 
men,156 as well as ensure that legal reforms are 
effectively implemented and sustained, especially 
in complex contexts. Capacity-building can address 
both behavioural and technical barriers to reform – 
including misconceptions, cultural norms, the fear of 
disrupting existing systems, and a lack of awareness of 
the benefits of economic growth and stability. It can 
equip policymakers and practitioners with the tools 
to identify biases in legal and policy frameworks and 
support their ability to monitor and implement steps 

in practice. It can also embed institutional processes 
and create a culture where sensitive and responsive 
analyses become routine.

Parliamentarians are critical allies in reforming 
discriminatory laws against women and girls, allocating 
funding and resources to promote equality, and 
guaranteeing legal protection. Strengthening their 
capacity and providing technical support, especially for 
women parliamentarians, must be a priority.

At the global level, the Inter-Parliamentary Union 
(IPU) is committed to empowering its 181 member 
Parliaments and transforming them into institutions 
that respond to women’s needs and perspectives. In 
2012, IPU members unanimously adopted the Plan of 
Action for Gender-Sensitive Parliaments, which serves 
as a roadmap for parliaments to strengthen legislation 
and policy on equality between women and men. 
The action plan provides a number of strategies that 
parliaments can implement, and comprises a self-
assessment toolkit designed to assist parliaments in the 
evaluation of their policies, progress, areas for reform, 
and overall responsiveness to women’s needs.157 In 
2021, the IPU, in partnership with UN Women, also 
launched a handbook for parliamentarians on Gender-
responsive Law-making.158

At the regional level, the European Institute for Gender 
Equality (EIGE) has created several initiatives and 
platforms on mainstreaming the needs of women 
and girls to support European Union institutions and 
governmental bodies with the integration of women’s 
perspectives in their work. Recently, EIGE released 
the Gender Equality Action Plans for Parliaments: 
Step-by-step tool to provide practical guidance to 
parliaments at the EU, national and regional levels to 
develop, implement, monitor and evaluate an equality 
action plan.159 The Council of Europe also developed 
the framework Mainstreaming Gender in Public and 
Private Law Reform Processes, an initiative aimed at 
providing legal practitioners with guidance on how to 
mainstream women’s needs in public and private law 
reform processes. Its goal is to ensure that the design, 
implementation and evaluation of laws and policies are 
integrated by considerations of women’s needs and 
perspectives.160 
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The Organization for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE) produced Realizing Gender Equality 
in Parliament: A Guide for Parliaments in the OSCE 
Region. The guide considers parliaments’ key functions 
– representation, legislation and oversight – from 
women’s perspective, and provides a practical and 
detailed list of recommendations on what parliaments 
can do to advance law reform that responds to 
women and girls’ needs. Some of these include 
legal assessments and budgeting that respond to 
women’s needs, mandatory participation of women 
and minorities in lawmaking, and improving internal 
capacity for sex-disaggregated analysis.161 

The Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM) 
provides technical support to Organization of 
American States (OAS) bodies and its Member States in 
mainstreaming women’s rights across their initiatives.162 
The CIM’s capacity-building initiatives included online 
training courses on Gender Equality and Rights-based 
approach to Policies, Programs, and Projects, a Handbook 
on mainstreaming gender equality into the OAS project 
cycle, and the recent report on Mainstreaming+ for 
Equality and Transformation.163

The ASEAN Declaration on the Gender-Responsive 
Implementation of the ASEAN Community Vision 2025 
and its related focal points and community of practice 
represent a commitment to integrate women’s 
concerns throughout its initiatives.164 Capacity-building 
initiatives such as ASEAN’s Training Module on Gender 
Equality and Social Inclusion Responsive Anticipatory 
Action seek to strengthen Member States’ ability for 
policy and programming that supports the needs of 
women and girls.165

At the national level, IDLO supported Philippine 
government partners in developing a manual on 
integrating women’s concerns in legislation, which 
is used as a reference tool for the training of officers 
and members of the Philippine Congress. In-person 
trainings, online consultations and development and 
delivery of specific strategies responsive to women and 
girls’ needs are all critical to supporting lawmakers in 
identifying best practices to dismantle discriminatory 
laws.166 IDLO has trained 131 legal drafters on 
legislating in accordance with the needs of women in 
the Philippines.167 Support for this work was carried out 

by IDLO through the project, A Strategic Investment to 
Advance SDG 16, with the support of the Government 
of the Netherlands, as well as from the IDLO-funded 
programme on Eliminating Discriminatory Laws on Paper 
and in Practice.

In Uganda, to enhance the capacity of members of 
Parliament to pass gender sensitive laws, as well 
as support them in advancing women’s access to 
justice through representation, law-making, budget 
approval and oversight, the Uganda Women’s 
Network (UWONET), through IDLO’s support IDLO’s 
support, developed and disseminated developed 
and disseminated a Handbook for Members of 
Parliament. The handbook highlights factors that 
continue to impede women’s access to justice, 
specifically the limited gender responsiveness in policy 
and legal framework formulation, implementation, 
monitoring, and evaluation. A total of 600 copies were 
disseminated to the Members of Parliament and other 
parliamentary staff. Furthermore, advocacy for legal 
reforms was strengthened through an IDLO-supported 
online campaign led by FIDA-Uganda, dubbed 
#FamilyLawReformNow!. The one-year campaign 
advocated for the enactment of a law that protects 
the rights and interests of women in cohabiting 
relationships.

IDLO has a long history of training legislators, justice 
actors and other institutional partners, stretching 
back to the organization’s inception in 1983. When 
ministries are instructed to prepare draft laws, they 
often consult with actors and experts from across the 
justice chain on different themes and topics. Enhancing 
their capacity - in addition to those of parliamentarians 
– provides opportunities to ensure that gender-blind 
and discriminatory provisions are identified and caught 
at an early stage before legislation is adopted or 
implemented.

Through its Strengthening the Response to Gender-
based Violence in Mongolia programme, supported 
by the Government of Canada, IDLO worked with 
national partners to build the capacity of justice 
sector institutions and actors to respond to DV. IDLO 
developed training curricula and handbooks and 
trained dedicated trainers, who in turn rolled out a 
programme for more than 800 justice practitioners, 



 ELIMINATING DISCRIMINATORY LAWS AND STRENGTHENING LEGAL FRAMEWORKS 29

including police, prosecutors, judges, court decision 
enforcement officers, forensic experts, lawyers and 
public defenders throughout the country. These 
capacity-building efforts contributed to the adoption 
of the Judicial Development Policy in 2023, and the 
passage of the Law on the Establishment of Courts 
in 2024, both of which underscore the importance of 
improving access to justice for women and children 
through the creation of a Specialized Family and Youth 
Court in Mongolia. 

Building the capacity of national institutions is 
also critical for mainstreaming women’s needs and 
perspectives in the implementation of laws once 
they are adopted. In Tunisia, IDLO partnered with 
the Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Interior, Ministry 
of Social Affairs and the Ministry of Family, Women, 
Children and Seniors to strengthen access to justice 
and support services for survivors of VAWG, which 
remains widespread across the country. As a first 
step, IDLO conducted an assessment to identify 
the legal, legislative and institutional gaps in the 
implementation of the Organic Law on the Elimination 
of Violence Against Women (Act No. 58/2017). The 
assessment generated operational recommendations 
for institutional reform to enhance survivor protection, 
improve access to justice, and strengthen multisectoral 
coordination. These findings informed targeted 
capacity-building support to the Government of 
Tunisia, including strengthening institutional capacities, 
improving legal assistance services, and supporting 
coordinated responses among justice, security, and 
social actors. Together, these efforts contributed 
to creating safer pathways for survivors to seek 
protection, access remedies, and exercise their rights 
within a more responsive and survivor-centred justice 
system. IDLO also supported women’s leadership in 
the justice sector and provided training and technical 
assistance to the judiciary to increase the delivery 
of decisions that respond to women and girls’ needs 
in cases of VAWG. This included strengthening the 
capacities of judges and lawyers to identify and address 
cases of unconstitutionality and apply international law 
in domestic courts.

Good Practices and Policy Guidance on 
Capacity Building for Relevant State Actors

•	 Invest in capacity-building across the legal and 
justice chains, ensuring that actors at each stage 
can draft, implement, and uphold responsive laws 
and policies;

•	 Conduct dedicated training for parliamentarians and 
leaders to accelerate just legislative outcomes and 
the repeal of discriminatory provisions;

•	 Identify dedicated focal points and craft capacity 
building action plans; 

•	 Institutionalize learning through partnerships 
and collaborations with legal and justice training 
institutes to ensure continuity through institutional 
memory and mitigate the loss of knowledge 
including through staff changes and reassignments;

•	 Provide training manuals, modules and other 
learning materials to support capacity building 
efforts;

•	 Create networks to foster peer-to-peer learning and 
catalyze momentum.

4.3. Building Trust and Credibility in 
Laws Through Implementation
Once laws that are responsive to the needs of women 
and girls are adopted or revised, it is important 
to support their implementation. When laws are 
implemented and funded, they convey a strong 
message that discrimination is not tolerated and, in 
turn, build trust in the government’s commitment to 
improve the lives of women and girls.

Nevertheless, laws do not automatically implement 
themselves. They require a range of secondary laws 
and mechanisms in place. In its 2024 report, Women, 
Business and the Law, the World Bank highlights that 
effective implementation of laws depends on an 
adequate supporting framework, and that it must be 
supported by strong enforcement mechanisms and the 
availability of services for women. The report states 
that although the laws on the books show women 
enjoying 64 per cent of the rights of men, less than 40 
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on what works to ensure that policies and practices 
are evidence-based and can be measured for 
accountability.171

Global networks and organizations such as the 
International Association of Women Judges (IAWJ) also 
play an important role in translating gender-responsive 
laws into practice and strengthening trust in justice 
institutions. The IAWJ emphasizes the unique position 
of women judges to influence the interpretation 
and application of laws affecting women and girls 
and promote gender-responsive adjudication within 
judicial system. In Uganda, for example, the IAWJ has 
supported female judges to advance legal protections 
for women and children in particular through the 
development of practical tools and trainings. By 
facilitating the exchange of best practices and 
strengthening judicial capacity, the IAWJ drives more 
consistent and rights-based decision making. Such 
initiatives leverage the leadership of women judges 
to foster social transformation, enhance survivors’ 
confidence in the justice system, and reinforce 
public trust in the State’s commitment to eliminating 
discrimination against women and girls.172

Advancing a Survivor-centred Approach to 
Domestic Violence through Trial Monitoring 
in Mongolia

Following sustained advocacy, Mongolia adopted 
an amended Law on Combatting Domestic Violence 
(LCDV) in February 2017, with the goal of increasing 

per cent of the systems needed for full implementation 
have been established in practice. To illustrate this 
further, on the issue of equal pay for equal work, the 
World Bank reports that 98 economies have enacted 
legislation mandating equal pay for equal work, and 
yet, only 35 economies – fewer than one in five – 
have adopted pay transparency and enforcement 
measures.168

Implementing laws effectively requires measures to 
strengthen access to justice for women. IDLO’s report 
on Survivor-Centred Justice for Gender-Based Violence 
in Complex Situations169 provides recommendations 
for implementing VAWG legislation and protecting 
women’s rights in situations of conflict, organized 
crime, climate disasters, and health emergencies. 
The promising interventions showcased in the report 
include the creation of specialized VAWG courts, 
police and prosecution units as well as the adoption of 
humanitarian sector approaches to addressing justice 
for VAWG. The latter includes the rule of law and 
justice coordination mechanisms within United Nations 
peacekeeping missions or humanitarian assistance 
through the VAWG sub-cluster.

The report further highlights that to address the short-, 
medium- and long-term needs of survivors in accessing 
and navigating justice, essential services must be in 
place. These include specialized women’s organizations 
and civil society actors; legal aid services, including 
case management support and community-based legal 
accompaniment; psychosocial counselling; one-stop 
centres; shelters; health services; and referral pathways 
and multi-sectoral coordination systems. The report 
also identifies increasing access to protection orders, 
engaging with customary and informal justice, training 
justice providers and providing specialized mechanisms 
for data collection and review as good practices.170

IDLO’s main recommendations for the effective 
implementation of VAWG legislation include: (i) 
developing and implementing a comprehensive 
survivor-centred justice response to VAWG, using 
effective and responsive laws and justice institutions; 
(ii) strengthening legal empowerment of women by 
raising awareness of laws and rights and providing 
legal support services directly to survivors; and (iii) 
improving monitoring, data collection and research 

© IDLO - Somalia
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accountability for perpetrators and providing greater 
protection for survivors. The amendments criminalized 
physical, psychological, economic, and sexual violence 
for the first time. Several initiatives were subsequently 
put in place to evaluate the impact of the amended 
law, including trial monitoring. 

Trial monitoring was carried out as part of the 
Strengthening the Response to Gender-based Violence in 
Mongolia project (2019-2023). The monitoring initiative 
sought: (i) to assess any changes in the treatment of 
DV cases (both criminal and lesser offenses) since the 
country’s most recent legal and procedural reforms; (ii) 
to learn how these reforms were being implemented 
in Mongolian courts; (iii) to improve protection for DV 
survivors through data-driven recommendations; and 
(iv) to strengthen capacities in DV trial monitoring.

 A total of 34 trial monitors, comprising civil society 
representatives and recent law graduates, underwent 
a five-day IDLO training programme. Working in 
pairs, they then monitored 57 DV trials, including 
39 infringement cases and 18 criminal cases. A trial 
monitoring toolkit, adapted from a model from the 
OSCE, provided a systematic approach to collecting 
data through a Justice Sector Service Delivery 
Scorecard. Findings were compiled in the Monitoring 
Report Mongolian Domestic Violence Trials 2020, which 
also set out recommendations to strengthen the 
protection of survivors’ rights, including the right to 
information, equal and effective access to justice, and 
reparations for harm. 

In 2021, the report’s key findings and 
recommendations were presented to national 
stakeholders, including trial monitors, Chief Judges, 
Heads of Court Administration, and officials from 
administrative, civil, and criminal appellate and first 
instance courts in nine districts of Ulaanbaatar and 
in each of Mongolia’s 21 provinces. The findings 
and recommendations emphasized the importance 
of a survivor-centred application of the law, 
including informing survivors about their rights 
throughout court proceedings, consistently notifying 
survivors about hearing dates, allowing their active 
participation, and treating them with dignity. The 
report constituted a crucial step in assessing the 
impact and implementation of the LCDV, measuring 
gaps and improving the knowledge of Mongolian 
justice institutions to create a safer, more supportive 
environment for survivors of DV. 

The report’s recommendations subsequently became 
the focus of a 2022 exposure visit by a Mongolian 
Judicial General Council delegation to Canada on best 

practices in responding to DV, including via specialized 
courts. The findings also supported continued 
advocacy with the Government of Mongolia, which 
itself contributed to legislative and institutional 
reforms, including the Revised Law on Forensics, which 
established procedures to evaluate psychological 
damages in DV cases. This advocacy further catalyzed 
national discussions on the establishment of 
specialized family courts, culminating in the creation 
of Mongolia’s Specialized Family and Youth Court, set 
to begin operations in early 2026, and representing a 
significant step forward in justice responses to DV.

Good Practices and Policy Guidance on 
Building Trust and Credibility in Laws 
Through Implementation

•	 Ensure that institutions, budgets and procedures 
are all in place to turn laws and reforms from paper 
to practice;

•	 Invest in accessible services for women. Legal aid 
services, shelters, psychosocial support, one-stop 
centres, and protection orders provide avenues for 
women to exercise their rights and access justice;

•	 Create monitoring and accountability mechanisms 
to measure progress and provide a back-stop for 
non-compliance;

•	 Partner with civil society and local communities to 
maintain momentum around implementation and 
ensure accountability.

4.4. Enhanced Collection, Analysis and 
Utilization of Research, Data and 
Evidence 
The adoption and implementation of effective, 
responsive laws and policies necessitate the analysis 
and use of data to identify gaps and shortcomings in 
the existing legal and policy frameworks. Developing, 
collecting, using, analyzing, accessing, and sharing 
quantitative and qualitative information on a range 
of issues is essential to monitor progress, identify 
persistent challenges, and ensure accountability for 
commitments to empower women and girls. Efforts to 
address limited financial and technical resources at the 
national and international levels are crucial to account 
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mandated the disaggregation of statistics by sex. Over 
two-thirds of the jurisdictions analysed, therefore, do 
not enshrine a minimum standard for the collection of 
data that can paint an accurate picture of the effects of 
any given scenario on women and girls.176 This, in turn, 
can identify areas where gaps persist and ensure that 
legislators are able to adequately address challenges 
through the adoption or reform of laws and policies. 

Policy roadmaps, such as national action plans for 
different sectors, should also include provisions that 
commit to sex- and gender-disaggregated data. This 
can lead to more effective and holistic monitoring and 
evaluation throughout the life cycle of a project or 
initiative, and provide opportunities to course-correct. 
This topic has been gaining particular traction in the 
environmental sector, where the distinct effects of 
climate change and natural disasters on women and 
girls are becoming more pronounced, and where their 
role as agents of change is becoming more widely 
recognized. In the context of nationally determined 
contributions (NDCs) under the Paris Agreement, 
Climate Analytics – a global science and policy institute 
– has provided recommendations on mainstreaming 
gender throughout NDCs, which include gender-
specific, intersectional sectoral actions and targets 
and a commitment to collecting and reporting on sex 
and gender-disaggregated data.177  With more data and 
evidence in the public domain, lawmakers will have 
a greater number of sources to draw upon as they 
develop more informed and targeted interventions.

Analyzing legal barriers to women’s 
entrepreneurship in Jordan

In Jordan, women entrepreneurs constitute a 
growing portion of the business population, offering 
opportunities for women to generate income and 
meaningfully contribute to the national economy. 
However, they often face discrimination as they 
engage in business ventures and seek to resolve 
disputes. Removing legal barriers to women’s 
entrepreneurship can be a powerful driver of economic 
empowerment by giving them greater bargaining 
power in households and communities, increasing their 
legal literacy and ability to engage with institutions, 
and strengthening their collective advocacy. Economic 
security is often a foundation for realization of other 

for pre-existing inequalities, render women and girls 
more visible to policymakers, and identify solutions 
that are responsive to their needs. Precise and targeted 
data analysis and research can be a powerful tool for 
advocates by amplifying shortcomings and providing an 
evidence base for reform.

Data collected under SDG indicators illustrate these 
gaps. For example, SDG indicator 5.c.1, which tracks 
the “proportion of countries with systems to track 
and make public allocations for gender equality 
and women’s empowerment”, shows persistent 
discrepancies between policy commitments and 
actual resource allocations for their implementation.173 
Monitoring how resources are allocated enables 
governments to intentionally integrate gender equality 
priorities into planning and budgetary processes, 
while public disclosure of such allocations further 
strengthens transparency and reinforces accountability 
in budgetary decision-making. However, only 26 per 
cent of 121 countries and areas have comprehensive 
systems in place to track such allocations, a figure that 
has remained unchanged since 2021, underscoring 
persistent challenges in accurately costing, allocating 
and spending such resources.174

Another example is on women’s land and property 
rights. Data collected and analysed under SDG 
indicator 5.a.2, which measures the “proportion 
of countries where the legal framework (including 
customary law) guarantees women’s equal rights to 
land ownership and/or control,” has revealed persistent 
discriminatory practices. Despite constitutional 
guarantees of gender equality in many countries, 
inheritance rules, unequal marital property regimes, 
and barriers to women’s secure land tenure continue 
to limit women’s rights in practice.175 Collecting and 
analyzing such data strengthens advocacy, highlights 
systemic gaps, and provides policymakers with an 
evidence-based foundation for adopting or amending 
laws and policies to eliminate discriminatory barriers.

Efforts to enhance the use of data in law- and policy-
making can be elevated by integrating women’s 
needs and concerns into national and international 
data collection initiatives. Research conducted by 
UN Women and the Partnership in Statistics for 
Development in the 21st Century (PARIS21) into 108 
statistics laws worldwide revealed that only 32 per cent 
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The research further informed IDLO’s work to support 
women entrepreneurs in better understanding the legal 
barriers affecting their ability to establish and grow 
their businesses and to access justice mechanisms for 
resolving commercial disputes. IDLO trained a corps of 
ten trainers who subsequently delivered community-
based trainings on business-related legal issues and 
dispute resolution channels. Building on increased 
demand, IDLO also facilitated additional capacity 
development activities and dialogue on key legal 
and financial challenges facing women-owned micro, 
small, and medium enterprises, highlighting legislative, 
institutional, and knowledge gaps.

Since the publication of the report in 2019,178 Jordan 
has implemented policies for women to access 
credit on an equal basis as men, sign contracts, 
register businesses and open bank accounts.179 The 
Central Bank of Jordan’s Instructions No. 56/2012, 
as amended by Circular No. 27/1/10091, Art. 30 
(h), also prohibit discrimination against women in 
matters pertaining to access to credit.180 The Women’s 
Economic Empowerment Action Plan (2019–2024) 
and the Enhancing Women’s Economic Opportunities 
in Jordan Operation (2024–2028) sought to remove 

rights, as it can reduce women’s vulnerability to 
coercion and violence and enable them to afford legal 
representation and overcome barriers to justice. 

IDLO and the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD) conducted research on barriers 
to women entrepreneurs’ access to justice, obtaining 
insights from women and men entrepreneurs, 
institutions and justice sector professionals on why 
women entrepreneurs need effective justice systems 
and the main barriers they face in using them.

The study identified discriminatory legal provisions 
ranging from labour to pension to personal status. 
It also highlighted laws with severe consequences 
for women related to freedom of movement, legal 
capacities to sign contracts and administer property, 
inheritance, protection from VAWG, and the ability 
to testify in civil proceedings, whereby they are not 
treated in the same way as men. The study provided 
recommendations to address the discriminatory 
provisions that constitute legal barriers to women’s 
entrepreneurship, and recommended strengthening 
awareness and use of mediation in commercial 
disputes.

© IDLO - Uganda
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Good Practices and Policy Guidance 
on Enhanced Collection, Analysis and 
Utilization of Data

•	 Mandate sex-disaggregated data across sectors;

•	 Build national capacity for responsive data systems, 
including through investments in data infrastructure 
and knowledge management processes;

•	 Use data to inform legal and policy reforms and 
monitor progress;

•	 Ensure ethical standards in the collection, analysis 
and use of data; 

•	 Promote access to information and open data 
policies.

4.5. Establishing Multistakeholder 
Commitments to Eliminate 
Discriminatory Laws
Multistakeholder initiatives represent a key approach 
to catalyzing law reform. They can draw in a diverse 
set of stakeholders - from government institutions to 
researchers, development partners and civil society 
actors – building upon their unique skills and expertise, 
while securing their commitment towards common 
objectives. Such initiatives can empower stakeholders 
to take achievable action within their sphere of 
influence and help accelerate progress towards the 
dismantling of discriminatory laws against women and 
girls. For example, legislative bodies and justice sector 
actors can leverage their joint expertise on law and 
develop roadmaps for reform; CSOs can advance the 
perspectives of women and girls with lived experience 
of discrimination; and regional and international 
organizations can amplify national voices in global 
arenas.181

The framework Equality in Law for Women and Girls by 
2030: A Multistakeholder Strategy for Accelerated Action, 
launched in 2019 by regional and global organizations, 
has since served as a leading example of such initiative 
and as a basis for numerous other multistakeholder 
platforms.182

legal, institutional, and societal barriers by improving 
workplace conditions, childcare and transportation 
affordability, bridging the gender pay gap, and 
expanding access to finance and entrepreneurship.

Strengthening the Capacity of State 
Institutions for Data-Informed Interventions 
in Burkina Faso

IDLO partnered with the Secrétariat Permanent 
/ Conseil National pour le Développement Durable 
(Permanent Secretariat of the National Council 
for Sustainable Development) in Burkina Faso to 
strengthen the capacity of State institutions to collect 
sex-disaggregated data in NDCs through trainings and 
workshops. An assessment of Burkina Faso’s previous 
NDC uncovered a lack of data on the impacts of 
climate change on women and girls, and with the Paris 
Agreement requiring Parties to submit updated NDCs 
on a regular basis, this was viewed as an area where a 
revised NDC could build upon its previous iteration. The 
assessment was carried out through the IDLO-funded 
programme on Advancing Women’s and Girls’ Action for 
Climate Justice through the Rule of Law (2022-2024).  

The trainings included presentations, plenary 
discussions, group works and assessments with the 
statistical focal points from nine different ministries 
– including the Ministry of Agriculture, Animal and 
Fisheries Resources, the Ministry of Solidarity, 
Humanitarian Action, National Reconciliation, Gender 
and Family, and the Ministry of Environment, Water 
and Sanitation. The activities aimed to enhance 
participants’ ability to collect, analyse and use data 
on the gendered impacts of climate change. Almost 
80 per cent of participants reported having a greater 
understanding of the importance of sex-disaggregated 
data, as well as increased knowledge of how to design 
more comprehensive and evidence-backed NDCs.
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component of their work. For example, the Generation 
Equality Forum was established in 2021 to accelerate 
equality between women and men around the world 
through law and policy reform.186 Its ambitious action 
agenda is driven by multistakeholder Action Coalitions 
that work to address discrimination against women and 
girls by promoting collective action, endorsing global 
and local discussions and boosting public and private 
investments.187 

Specific thematic multistakeholder initiatives have 
also been launched to address discrimination in 
targeted legal areas. For example, the Global Action 
Plan to End Statelessness: 2014-2024, launched in 
2014 by the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, called on countries to develop and 
implement National Action Plans to prevent and reduce 
statelessness, including by eliminating discriminatory 
nationality laws.188 Building on the Plan’s demonstrated 
effectiveness and recognizing the complexity of its 
goal, a Global Action Plan to End Statelessness 2.0 was 
launched in 2024, to further reinforce multistakeholder 
support to governments in ending statelessness.189 
The Global Campaign for Equal Nationality Rights190 
and the Global Campaign for Equality in Family Law191 
are two other initiatives that mobilize international 

Equality in Law for Women and Girls by 
2030: A Multistakeholder Strategy for 
Accelerated Action

IDLO is an active member of the Steering Committee 
of the Equality in Law for Women and Girls by 2030: 
A Multistakeholder Strategy for Accelerated Action 
initiative. Between 2019 and 2023, the Strategy 
aimed to fast-track the repeal of discriminatory 
laws against women in six thematic areas, including 
women’s empowerment, discriminatory marriage, 
rape, and nationality laws, in 100 countries, and 
was expected to address the legal needs of over 50 
million women and girls. Its multistakeholder nature 
led to the engagement of different actors during the 
implementation process, promoting mechanisms 
of accountability and coordinated action. These 
actors included regional, interregional and national 
bodies, such as parliaments, judiciaries, law reform 
commissions, ministries of justice, CSOs and the 
private sector, which were each called on to join the 
efforts to repeal discriminatory laws.183

Within participating Member States, the Strategy has 
already catalyzed important progress. For example: 

•	 Liberia has reformed its law to allow women to 
confer nationality on their children on an equal 
basis with men; 

•	 Rwanda has lifted restrictions on women’s ability to 
remarry following the death of a husband; 

•	 Brazil has enacted specific laws to prevent and 
address violence against women working in politics; 
and 

•	 Ukraine has introduced paid paternity leave to 
encourage equal distribution of child-caring 
responsibilities between women and men.184

A comprehensive evaluation to be conducted after 
the Strategy’s implementation will serve as a basis for 
reporting on lessons learned and promising practices. 
The evaluation will also feed into various processes 
such as the periodic reviews of the Beijing Declaration 
and Platform for Action and the High-level Political 
Forum, the principal platform for follow-up and review 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.185

Besides the Equality in Law strategy, other 
multistakeholder initiatives are directed towards broad 
thematic areas and encompass the elimination of 
discriminatory laws against women and girls as a core © Unsplash - Mehedi Hasan
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and multistakeholder action to end discriminatory 
nationality and family laws affecting women. 
Multistakeholder initiatives can also focus on specific 
groups impacted by discriminatory laws, allowing 
for more concrete objectives and the sharing of best 
practices. For example, the UNHCR-UNICEF joint 
Coalition on Every Child’s Right to a Nationality seeks to 
strengthen international cooperation to eliminate laws 
and practices that deny nationality on discriminatory 
grounds to children.192 

Good Practices and Policy Guidance on 
Establishing Multistakeholder Commitments 
to Eliminate Discriminatory Laws

•	 Leverage diverse expertise;

•	 Establish shared objectives;

•	 Ensure representation of women’s organizations;

•	 Promote sustained, long-term opportunities for 
dialogue and information exchange, rather than ad 
hoc, one-off meetings;

•	 Align efforts for reform across sectors.

4.6. Empowering Women and 
Women’s Organizations
Advocacy campaigns and movements towards reforms 
that promote equality between women and men often 
begin with the proactive involvement of women’s 
organizations and women-led CSOs and movements. 
Their actions, both large and small, significantly 
influence national debates and can lead to meaningful 
policy and legal changes.193 They can identify 
discriminatory laws and practices through community-
based outreach, research and dialogues, advocate for 
progressive reforms to be included in policy agendas 
and provide technical support to claimants in legal 
and advocacy efforts. They can also help to change 
behaviours and attitudes to advance social as well as 
legal reform and raise awareness through social media 
and traditional media to educate the public about 
upcoming or ongoing cases. 

Strong and committed local women’s organizations 
also help skilfully leverage international and 
regional conventions and agreements to influence 

policymaking.194 By mobilizing public support and 
forming strategic alliances with diverse stakeholders, 
at the local, regional and global levels, they can amplify 
their voices in the legislative process. Impactful 
examples illustrate how women’s organizations have 
been crucial in securing significant legal victories 
worldwide. For example, in the Middle East, tireless 
advocacy has led to the repeal of rape laws in Lebanon, 
Jordan, and Tunisia, which previously allowed men 
accused of rape to evade punishment by marrying their 
victims.195

However, despite the critical roles that women’s 
movements and organizations play in advancing legal 
and policy frameworks, they suffer from under-funding. 
The Association for Women’s Rights in Development 
shows that despite new funding commitments made, 
women’s rights organizations receive only 0.13 per cent 
of the total ODA and only 0.4 per cent of all aid related 
to women’s needs.196 This financial disparity severely 
hampers the ability of women’s rights groups to sustain 
their crucial advocacy and programmatic efforts. 
Donor preferences for project-specific grants over 
core funding, short-term commitments, and stringent 
monitoring frameworks have further exacerbated this 
funding instability, undermining the autonomy and 
effectiveness of women’s organizations.197 On the 
contrary, financial support should include long-term, 
flexible core funding that allows these organizations to 
plan strategically and respond effectively to evolving 
challenges. Budget flexibility enables them to allocate 
resources where they are most needed, whether for 
advocacy campaigns, grassroots initiatives, or capacity-
building programmes.198

Behind every legal reform advancing equality, there 
is a powerful women’s movement that not only 
advocates for these changes but also monitors 
progress to ensure their effective implementation. 
This vigilance from women’s organizations is essential 
for sustaining progress and addressing setbacks, 
reinforcing the transformative impact of legal reforms 
and making sure they remain responsive to women’s 
needs and perspectives. However, in many contexts, 
women’s rights organizations and women human 
rights defenders face legal, political, and security 
risks for their advocacy, which can undermine their 
ability to operate and hold institutions accountable. 
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The Generation Equality Forum, for example, not 
only emphasizes the critical need to fund women’s 
movements but also to protect them. The coalition 
thus advocates for sustained financial support while 
also ensuring safe civic spaces for women human 
rights defenders.199 It seeks to empower women’s 
organizations to take leadership roles in shaping laws 
and policies that affect their rights and well-being. 
By aiming to double funding for these initiatives by 
2026 and promoting meaningful participation across 
decision-making processes, the coalition not only 
addresses barriers to women’s empowerment but also 
strengthens the capacity of young women leaders and 
marginalized voices within the broader movement.200

Case Study 7. Empowering Women’s Civil 
Society Organizations in Mongolia

For many years, IDLO has worked to empower 
women’s CSOs in order to leverage momentum for the 
reform of discriminatory laws. Under the Strengthening 
the Response to Gender-Based Violence in Mongolia 
project, IDLO supported the establishment of a Civil 
Society Organization Forum comprising more than 60 
local CSOs from all of Mongolia’s 21 provinces. This 
played a pivotal role in expanding access to primary 
legal advice and assistance for survivors of DV, while 
also serving as a platform for coordinated advocacy. 

Member organizations received training to 
deliver targeted capacity-building and community 
sensitization activities, with a particular focus on 
herder communities, rural populations, and nomadic 
women/girls. As a result, more than 123 community 
sessions and 21 specialized workshops reached over 
6,500 people in rural areas, strengthening local service 
delivery and creating opportunities for joint advocacy 
informed by lived experience. The Forum’s quarterly 
meetings also provided a space for CSOs to discuss 
best practices, share locally generated knowledge, and 
engage with government representatives on legal and 
institutional reforms, reinforcing CSOs as key actors in 
shaping reform.

Good Practices and Policy Guidance 
on Empowering Women and Women’s 
Organizations

•	 Support women’s organizations and acknowledge 
their role as drivers of legal change;

•	 Provide long-term, predictable, flexible funding 
through core support to help sustain advocacy and 
watchdog functions;

•	 Strengthen alliances at all levels – local, national, 
regional and global – to amplify advocacy and 
create unified reform agendas;

•	 Protect civic space and women human rights 
defenders;

•	 Identify and remove barriers to women’s 
participation;

•	 Ensure meaningful participation in decision-making 
by including women at key milestones, such as 
drafting, monitoring, and evaluating laws.

4.7. Strategic Litigation
Strategic litigation is an instrumental tool that can 
help to repeal discriminatory laws and influence 
changes in the law. It can be characterized as the 
identification and pursuit of legal cases as part of a 
wider strategy to promote human rights and positive 
societal transformation. Law firms, private lawyers and 
CSOs such as women’s rights organizations can play a 
crucial role in supporting strategic litigation projects, 
both directly, if immediately involved in the litigation 
process, or indirectly, by providing research, data or any 
other type of legal support to the involved parties.201

Strategic litigation often looks to go beyond a specific 
case, seeking judicial guidance that can catalyse 
broader legislative change and legal precedent by 
publicly exposing injustices, raising awareness and 
bringing about changes in legislation, policy and 
practice. To be effective, it requires a number of 
conditions to be in place. Judicial independence must 
be safeguarded so that courts can rule impartially 
without political interference. Individuals and civil 
society need standing and resources to bring cases 
and access justice. And, fundamentally, there must 
be constitutional guarantees, international treaty 
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obligations or domestic laws that justice seekers can 
rely on to assert and defend their rights.

Over the past few decades and across various legal 
contexts, strategic litigation has paved the way for 
significant milestones. Notable examples include the 
recognition of marital rape in Nepal,202 the issuance 
of guidelines on sexual harassment at the workplace 
in the absence of a law in India in 1997,203 and the 
striking down of discriminatory citizenship laws in 
Botswana that prevented Batswana women from 
marrying non-Batswana men.204

Resorting to strategic litigation has been pertinent in 
addressing VAWG in complex and fragile contexts in 
Latin America. This is particularly true for situations 
where private security agents perpetuated historical 
patterns of violence and discrimination against women 
and girls. One such case is the Lote Ocho case (2020), 
wherein Canadian courts held a private Canadian 
corporation and the Guatemalan military to account 
for the sexual violence and dispossession of land 
experienced by Indigenous women in Guatemala and 
Mayan communities.205 In the ground-breaking Sepur 
Zarco case (2016), for the first time in history, the 
court, relied on both national and international criminal 
law to address sexual violence faced by Indigenous 
women during Guatemala’s civil war.206 In addition to 
the convictions of former military officers, the trial 
resulted in the granting of transformative reparation 
measures to survivors and their community.207

Beyond domestic courts, strategic litigation before 
regional and international bodies has helped advance 
legal and policy reforms. For instance, the case of 
Mestanza Chavez v. Peru (2003), heard before the 
Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACtHR) led 
the Peruvian State to acknowledge responsibility for 
the forced sterilization of the plaintiff. The government 
also committed to implementing human rights 
recommendations and undertaking broader legislative 
reform to repeal discriminatory provisions and policies 
targeting women’s rights.208 IACtHR’s ruling sought not 
only to provide redress for the affected families but 
also to drive broader legislative changes to prevent 
future atrocities.209

In S. V. P. v. Bulgaria (2012),210 the CEDAW Committee 
found that the State was in violation of its obligations 

under CEDAW, and in addition to reparations for the 
victim, addressed the State to repeal the article in its 
Criminal Code allowing for molestation and rape to 
go unpunished where the perpetrator subsequently 
married the victim. It also recommended the adoption 
of the new health care protocols to address sexual 
violence and ensure the prosecution and sentencing 
of perpetrators commensurate with the gravity 
of their crimes. More importantly, the Committee 
recommended amendments to various State laws to 
establish an adequate mechanism for compensating 
moral damages and to ensure survivors’ protection 
from re-victimization.

In Karen Tayag Vertido v. the Philippines (2010),211 the 
CEDAW Committee, finding the State to be in violation 
of Articles 2(f) and 5(a) of CEDAW, concluded that the 
national authorities relied on ‘’gender-based myths 
and misconceptions’’ about rape and rape survivors. 
The Committee affirmed that State Parties must 
“take appropriate measures to modify or abolish not 
only existing laws and regulations, but also customs 
and practices that constitute discrimination against 
women.” In particular, the Committee recommended 
that the State review the definition of rape in its 
legislation, emphasizing lack of consent and removing 
any requirement that sexual assault be committed by 
force or violence. 

In multiple instances, the use of strategic litigation has 
been effective to counter stereotypes on women and 
girls and overcome evidentiary challenges;212 giving 
due weight to women’s testimony and taking into 
account contexts of violence;213 developing substantial 
jurisprudence on the issue of superior responsibility of 
public and private actors in cases of VAWG;214 and, not 
least, building jurisprudence related to reparations for 
VAWG.215

Strategic Litigation and the Maria da Penha 
Law in Brazil

Strategic litigation is a complex and costly tool, 
compared to other approaches such as communicating 
directly with government officials and lawmakers to 
advocate for change. To address systemic social issues, 
litigation may rely on lengthy and risky proceedings 
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The law represented a significant advancement in 
the protection of women’s rights in Brazil and has 
been acclaimed internationally. Among some of its 
provisions, it broadens the definition of DV to also 
include psychological, sexual, patrimonial (economic), 
and moral abuse; establishes protective measures for 
survivors, including restraining orders, the removal 
of the abuser from the home, and restrictions on 
the abuser’s proximity to the victim; and calls for 
specialized police stations and courts to handle cases 
of DV.218

Good Practices and Policy Guidance on 
Strategic Litigation

•	 Use litigation as part of a broader advocacy strategy 
to trigger or accelerate reform;

•	 Collaborate with civil society, media, legal experts, 
and affected communities to maximise impact;

•	 Anticipate risks and limitations. Litigation can be 
costly, slow, and may provoke backlash;

•	 Provide support – technical, financial, and 
psychosocial – to claimants and survivors.

but can ultimately lead to the adoption of much-
needed laws.216

This was the case of the Maria da Penha Law, enacted 
in Brazil in 2006, a landmark piece of legislation aimed 
at addressing and reducing DV against women. The 
law is named after Maria da Penha Maia Fernandes, a 
women’s rights activist who fought for justice for over 
two decades after having survived severe domestic 
abuse and attempted murder by her husband, who left 
her paraplegic.

The law took 22 years of litigation to come into being. 
The litigation started in 1984, when the case was first 
filed, but it languished in Brazilian courts without a 
resolution. In 1998, Maria da Penha, with the help of 
NGOs, filed a case with the IACtHR, claiming that the 
Brazilian State was negligent in prosecuting DV cases. 
The IACtHR held that Brazil was negligent and, with 
its ruling and recommendations, placed international 
pressure on the State to reform its DV laws. From 
there, women’s organizations and human rights groups 
advocated for the drafting of a comprehensive law 
addressing DV. With the help of advocacy efforts, 
the legislative process between 2004 and 2006 led 
to the law’s passage, sanctioned by the President. 
The drafting process involved extensive collaboration 
among various stakeholders, including government 
bodies, NGOs, and feminist groups, further confirming 
the importance of multistakeholder initiatives to 
catalyzing law reform which was discussed above.217

© Unsplash - Annie Spratt
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2. Ensure effective implementation
The implementation of laws is as crucial as their 
formulation. Laws on paper must translate into 
effective action, necessitating a comprehensive 
network of secondary legislation, rules, regulations, and 
protocols at both national and local levels. Establishing 
robust systems, processes, and structures is essential 
to provide multiple layers of legal protection for 
women and girls.

Investment in institutions responsive to women’s and 
girls’ needs and that are accessible and effective is 
vital for ensuring that legal protections are realized 
in practice. These institutions should be adequately 
resourced and staffed with personnel trained in 
women-related issues. Furthermore, continuous 
training and capacity-building initiatives for law 
enforcement and judicial actors are necessary to foster 
the enforcement of legal protections. By bridging 
the gap between legislation and lived experiences, 
effective implementation safeguards the rights of 
women and girls in everyday life.

3. Strengthen justice institutions
Ensuring justice for women and girls is fundamental to 
the realization of equal rights, resources, and power. 
Justice systems must effectively hold individuals and 
institutions accountable while preventing impunity. 
Legal reform must be accompanied by simultaneous 
reform of the processes through which rights are 
claimed, working with stakeholders across the justice 
chain from parliamentarians to law enforcement 
officials. Women frequently encounter significant 
barriers in enforcing their legal rights, resulting in a 
disparity between rights in theory and their practical 
application.

Meaningful progress on equality between women and 
men and girls and boys is dependent on achieving 
equality in law for women and girls. This chapter 
outlines seven key policy recommendations to promote 
equality effectively.

1. Prioritize high-quality legal reviews
It is essential to continue prioritizing high-quality 
reviews of national legal frameworks to ensure 
alignment with international human rights standards. 
A human rights lens is critical, particularly in the face 
of anti-rights movements and backlash. Rigorous legal 
reviews can identify and address discriminatory laws, 
creating a robust legal foundation for equality between 
women and men. This process involves a thorough 
analysis of existing laws and regulations to ensure they 
promote and protect the rights of women and girls in 
all aspects of life.

Conducting high-quality legal reviews involves several 
key steps. First, a comprehensive legal analysis is 
necessary to systematically examine current national 
laws and regulations, identifying provisions that 
discriminate against women and girls. Consulting 
legal experts and scholars ensures thoroughness 
and accuracy. Additionally, engaging a wide range 
of stakeholders, including women’s organizations, 
civil society groups, and legal practitioners, provides 
valuable perspectives on the real-world impact of 
these laws. Next, comparing national frameworks 
with international standards, such as the CEDAW 
and the Beijing Platform for Action, helps pinpoint 
gaps where national laws fall short of international 
commitments. The identification of gaps allows 
drafting recommendations for legal reform to meet 
international standards.

chapter 5. 
Conclusions and policy 
recommendations
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human development, economic growth, and peace. 
By leveraging this evidence, advocates can make a 
compelling case for necessary legal changes.

6. Build strong alliances and partnerships
Strengthening alliances and partnerships is essential 
for increasing investment and advancing urgent action 
in promoting equality between women and men. 
Partnerships play a critical role in transforming legal 
systems. Strong multistakeholder, whole-of-society 
coalitions are necessary to drive meaningful change.

Collaboration among governments, civil society, 
international organizations, and the private sector can 
create a unified front to advocate for and implement 
transformative legal reforms that respond to women’s 
needs and perspectives. These alliances can mobilize 
resources, share best practices, and ensure coordinated 
efforts to achieve common goals, thereby enhancing 
the effectiveness of initiatives aimed at advancing 
equality between women and men. 

7. Foster leadership and political will
Leadership and political will are critical for ensuring 
equality between women and men and the 
empowerment of women, both in law and in practice. 
Governments must urgently repeal discriminatory 
laws and enact transformative legal frameworks. 
Commitment from political leaders at the highest levels 
is essential to drive legislative changes and allocate the 
necessary resources for implementation.

Engaging with and supporting leaders who prioritize 
equality between women and men fosters an enabling 
environment for sustained progress. Furthermore, 
political will must be accompanied by accountability 
mechanisms to ensure that commitments translate 
into concrete actions and measurable outcomes. 
This dual approach is vital for achieving meaningful 
advancements in equality and safeguarding the rights 
of women and girls.

Investment in statutory and non-statutory justice 
institutions – such as family courts, small claims 
tribunals, and customary and informal justice systems 
– is essential to promote women’s human rights and 
access to justice. Additionally, addressing biases against 
women and girls, both personal and institutional, is 
critical.

4. Amplify women’s voices
Efforts to amplify women’s voices at all levels must be 
prioritized. Women and girls should actively participate 
in all reform strategies. Feminist organizations and 
movements play a crucial role in representing women’s 
legal needs at both global and local levels. These 
organizations require adequate resources and support, 
particularly youth-led groups and those operating in 
conflict-affected and fragile contexts.

Incorporating women’s perspectives in decision-
making processes is essential for developing laws 
and policies that effectively address their needs and 
promote equality. By ensuring that women’s voices are 
heard and considered, the legal and policy frameworks 
can better reflect the realities of women’s lives and 
contribute to meaningful progress toward equality.

5. Enhance the evidence base on the extent 
and impact of legal discrimination
Strengthening the evidence base on the extent and 
impact of legal discrimination against women and girls 
is vital for developing evidence-based solutions to 
current and emerging challenges. Understanding the 
scope of legal discrimination enables the formulation 
of targeted interventions and the measurement of 
progress.

Data collection and research should focus on 
identifying gaps in legal protection and evaluating 
the effectiveness of existing laws. Data gaps that 
persist across various areas of women’s lives, such 
as those relating to employment, land and property 
rights, family and marriage, must be addressed. A 
robust evidence base not only informs legal reforms 
but also underscores the economic and social 
benefits of closing the justice gap between women 
and men, demonstrating substantial returns in 
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