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Abstract
Governance is a modern procedure in the task of governing which is performed through dialogue,
negotiation and elucidation of goals, strengthened by an effective political communication with the
different actors involved, who come from public or private sectors or from civil society, positioning themselves in the development process of public policy. As Bassols (Bassols, 2011: p. 16) states,
“it is a technique of power that is related to the act of affecting and being affected, if we think of it
as a Faucaultian version”. Therefore, governance processes should be regarded as a means towards
social transformation and, in particular, towards the transformation of social systems of gender
roles. This form of democratic governance would be expressed through institutional changes or, in
other words, through changes of the rules and regulations which organize the relationships among
the different actors or partners in different settings, especially those relationships between the state
and civil society, and those established among the state, market and family. In this sense, changes
would open up new opportunities to transform gender roles assessing the implications of public
policies for both men and women. This would include legislation and policies in all areas and levels. Therefore, the fact of introducing an approach based on gender in the processes of governance
appears to be a strategy to integrate topics of interest and experiences of women and men as an
integral dimension of the design, implementation and evaluation of policies in the political, economic and social sphere, to benefit both men and women. Thus, inequality is not perpetuated.
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1. Introduction

Governance is a modern procedure in the task of governing which is performed through dialogue, negotiation
and elucidation of goals, strengthened by an effective political communication. The different actors involved,
who come from public or private sectors or from civil society, position themselves in the development process
of public policy. Therefore, governance is a technique used for institutional purposes which are induced by
means of consensus and not always provided by public policies accompanying it in public action. “It is a technique of power that is related to the act of affecting and being affected, if we think of it as a Faucaultian version
(Bassols, 2011: p. 16)”. In this sense, the processes of governance should be regarded as “a means towards social transformation and, in particular, towards the transformation of social systems of gender roles. Guzmán
(2003: p. 13)1”.
As Guzmán (2003) points out, this form of democratic governance2 is expressed through institutional changes,
that is to say, through changes of the rules and regulations which organize the relationships among the different
actors or partners in different settings, especially those relationships between the state and civil society, and
those established among the state, market and family. In this sense, changes in public policies would open up
new opportunities to transform and favor gender power order as regards, for example, women’s participation
and the inclusion of the gender perspective in the processes of democratic governance, ensuring, therefore, their
interests and requirements through appropriate and adapted instruments and mechanisms.
Reflection on the concept of “governance” responds to the regulatory concerns related to the search for new
approaches which consider the increasing complexity of society, the different actors and the socio-political context. Although the ultimate goal is focused on reaching gender equality in the development process of a political
action, looking for a transformation of the socio-political relationships from a participative perspective, the interests of the different actors should be highly considered. These interests frequently interfere with socio-political and cultural obstacles which prevent the development of a democratic system of governance which includes
new approaches such as the gender perspective.
This article presents in broad terms an example of how democratic governance shows the way in which the
combined efforts of governance bodies and civil society can play a key role in ensuring the initiation and implementation of political actions to transform relationships and gender dynamics.

2. Concepts and Principles of an Effective and Efficient Governance
Women are frequently excluded from decision making. However, their equitable participation in governance is
an important challenge which implies recognition of the right to express their opinions and be heard. In a broader sense, it is a tool for social transformation. The decisions taken and the policies implemented by governance
institutions at global, national and local levels contribute to create the perceptions related to the roles that women and men play in society. Moreover, they determine their access to rights and resources. The fact of involving
people to participate in the definition of such policies and processes and influencing the institutions which produce them makes these more likely to be sensitive to the different needs and situations of both women and men
and to contribute to gender equality.
The perspective of governance offers an opportunity to understand the state-society relations in a quite different framework from the usual one, placing emphasis on the consideration of government action as management of networks in which many public and private actors participate. The analysis of the literature related to
1

We make reference to the genesis of the gender social system: “The gender system has structural (sexual division of work) and institutional
(rules and regulations) roots which guide the distribution of resources and opportunities in society and particularly between men and women.
It is also built symbolically. It is built upon, based on and reproduced in the conceptions, mentalities and collective perspectives. This system
allows men to make use of a large range of resources—symbols, authority, recognition, objects and services—in different institutional
fields.”
The concept of democratic governance makes reference to the change of institutions. Nevertheless, the social system of gender relations is
basically an institutional order. It is made up of a field of rules and conventions which crystallize certain conceptions and mentalities and
influence the perception that men and women have of themselves and their aspirations. These rules and conventions determine their access to
opportunities and limit their possible field of choice. This system overlaps with other institutional systems. Therefore, the modification of
any of them (family, economy, politics or culture) affects both gender power order and the changes in the system of gender relations.
2
(…) Concern about democratic governance arises in this context of important economic, social and cultural transformations. The effects of
globalization, the market-oriented economic reforms, the configuration of the most distinct and complex societies, the diversification of the
interests of citizens, together with the tendency to participate in public issues multiply the demands addressed to the State, which is unable to
respond because of the inadequacy of its rules, regulations, institutions and limited resources.
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governance has been widely discussed by many researchers from different disciplines. These analyses offer the
possibility to question power relationships in different settings both public and private at all structural levels.
Some studies on governance place the exercise of power beyond the area of the rule of law and extend it to the
social and economic actors which are developed in civil society3.
Cabrero (2005), when dealing with the topic of local management in modern society, prefers to use a concept
with a greater analytical coverage. He refers to public action as a “laboratory for studying” because the governance perspective has to be included not only for its possible fissures and disruptions, but also for the agreements among the different groups involved. Thus, in the governance approach, harmony dominates over conflict.
Therefore, such conflict is expressed in a particularly positive mood according to the results obtained. Consequently, he takes the decision to adopt “a policy which achieves integration through consensus” (Cabrero, 2006:
p. 24). Nevertheless, resistances will be present in governance exercises or in other forms of public action. Actually, in order to make agreements operational and effective, reforms in the institutional design of public bodies
of government are needed. From a Faucaultian perspective, attention should be focused on an approach based on
the types of “individualities” which appear in a specific society (Spanish, Brazilian or Mexican society). Each
society is shaped by cultural patterns of life, by ways of relating with the exercise of power, its views on citizen
participation, business and politics.
The concept of governance4 is not new and aims at the process of decision making and its implementation.
Governance can be used in different contexts such as international, national and local governance entities. In
fact, according to Brody (2009), many agencies and organizations consider that an efficient governance is the
way to achieve goals which include the decrease of poverty and more equitable, democratic and corruption-free
societies. Some of them consider that economic growth and efficiency are two important elements to achieve
these final objectives. Governance should promote social justice and gender equality, apart from promoting the
achievement of all citizen’s rights. Moreover, these different actors evaluate the effectiveness of good governance basing on the level of accountability, transparency, inclusion and sensitivity of governance institutions
towards its citizens. If these principles are defined, applied and measured in a way that reflects gender-related
considerations, they can improve the performance of governance institutions. For instance, inclusive governance
processes which promote a significant participation of both women and men are likely to result in programs
which satisfy the needs of both sexes. This fact increases, therefore, its efficacy.
Like Annan (1998), we understand as a good public management the creation of political, legal and administrative institutions which work properly and account for the actions they perform. These actions have to be considered as legitimate by citizens and they also have to let them participate in decision-making processes which
affect their lives and let them guide their future.
Good governance is being used over all by international organizations and agencies in developing countries.
This conception often clashes with the interests of contributors, and in some cases, it may be detrimental to a
good governance, because, in many cases, it conditions the flow of assistance and loans and the fact of introducing good governance reforms. In summary, we can state that there are differences related to what is considered as a good or effective governance and the ways it should be assessed.
Government is one of the actors in governance. Others actors involved in governance vary depending on the
level of government which is being discussed. In rural areas, for example, it can include other actors such as
farmers associations, cooperatives, NGOs, research institutions, religious leaders, financial institutions, political
parties, the army, etc. The situation in urban areas is much more complex. Figure 1 shows the interconnections
established among the different actors involved in the urban governance. At a national level, apart from the actors mentioned before, mass media, pressure groups, international donors or contributors, multinational companies, etc., can play an important role in or influence the decision making.
3

“Civil Society” refers to the field of non-coercive collective action related to shared interests, purposes and values. (…) In general, civil
society is made up of different settings, actors and institutional forms which vary depending on their degree of formality, autonomy and
power. Civil Society is usually formed by registered charitable organizations, non-governmental development organizations, community
organizations, women’s organizations, faith-based organizations, professional associations, trade unions, self-help groups, social movements,
business associations, coalitions and advocacy groups.
4
Definition of governance by ESCAP: Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. The original definition: “The concept of
‘governance’ is not new. It is as old as human civilization. Simply put ‘governance’ means: the process of decision-making and the process
by which decisions are implemented or not implemented). Governance can be used in several contexts such as corporate governance, international governance, national governance and local governance.”
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Figure 1. Source5: ESCAP: Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific.

3. Good Governance
A “good” or “effective” governance refers to the quality of decision-making processes according to several
principles6 of governance: participation, consensus, responsibility, transparency, efficacy and efficiency, equity
and inclusion, and the rule of law. This is a way for assuring that corruption is reduced to a minimum, options
related to minorities are taken into account and the voices of the most vulnerable in society are heard in deci5

Graphics show a comparison between “Bad Governance” and “Good Governance”.
The principles of governance tend to be gender blind in the sense that they do not frequently reflect the different needs, roles and experiences of women and men.
6
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sion-making processes. Moreover, it is sensitive to present and future needs of society.
Participation of both women and men constitutes the cornerstone of good governance. Participation can be
direct or through legitimate intermediate institutions. It is of crucial importance to point out that representative
democracy does not necessarily mean that the concerns of the most vulnerable people in society have to be taken
into account in decision-making. There must be an informed and organized participation.
Good governance requires an impartial fulfillment of fair legal frameworks. Therefore, it is necessary to have
a full protection of human rights, in particular, minority rights. Impartial law enforcement requires an independent judicial system and an impartial and incorruptible police service. In this sense, transparency is a key cornerstone of good governance. Citizens7 should “see through” the functioning of governance institutions. This
fact means that information has to be available to them free of charge and they should not be prevented from
looking for and sharing information. See Figure 2.
Good governance requires that institutions and their processes serve all stakeholders within a reasonable
timeframe. There are many actors and many points of view in a society. Therefore, good governance must be
able to act in the mediation of a broad range of interests to reach a broad consensus in society taking into account the best interest in the whole community and the different ways to reach it. A long-term perspective is
needed to make a reality of a sustainable human development and to define the ways to achieve the objectives of
such development. This can only result from an understanding of the historical, cultural and social contexts of a
society or community which is governed taking into account this perspective.
Welfare society depends on the fact that all its members find interest in it and do not feel excluded from it.
This situation requires that all groups, especially those most vulnerable, have the opportunity to improve or
maintain their social welfare. Therefore, a good government has to guarantee the processes of democratic participation and its institutions have to produce results which satisfy the needs of all social collectives. This concept of efficiency in the context of a good governance will also promote the sustainable use of the resources of
civil society.
According to Demetriades (2009), accountability is a key cornerstone of good governance, an act of social
responsibility, not only from governance institutions but also from the private sector and civil society organizations. These must be responsible to those who will be affected by their actions or decisions.
We have to take into account that good governance is very difficult to achieve. Few countries have achieved
good governance. However, in order to ensure the sustainable human development, it is necessary to take measures to progress towards this ideal with the aim of making it a reality.

Figure 2. Source: ESCAP: Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific.
7

The simplest meaning of “citizenship” refers to the condition of being a member of a community or a particular political state.
Most of the definitions of governance consider citizens as stakeholders in decision-making processes, that is to say, as people who share
interests related to the functioning of these processes and what they achieve. Some interpretations of governance associate the notion of
citizenship particularly to the fulfillment of the rights of poor and marginalized people, women included. Feminists and activists who struggle for women’s rights have attempted to rethink citizenship from a gender perspective with the aim of demonstrating that fights for women’s rights must be considered as struggles for citizenship which affect all people in society and must not be regarded as interests of “minorities” (Meer & Sever, 2004).
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4. Governance from a Gender Perspective

As Hamadeh-Banerjee and Oquist (2000) state, until gender equality is reached8 in governance, women will not
be able to achieve full equality with men in any field. They consider that the absence of women’s voices in the
definition of the most basic political instruments has promoted gender inequality. Women’s participation is a
key element in the field of public management. It implies better options, opportunities and the access of women
to resources. This political and civic participation of women lets us observe women in and outside the traditional
formal spaces of political exercise. In this sense, women have developed and develop at present much of their
political action, (political action is seen as the activity in which power relationships are expressed and established, that is to say, the activity which enables us to speak about women’s political participation in all areas of
life. Kabir, 2003: p. 1), in informal political structures such as NGOs and social movements.
Therefore, it is not enough to increase in numbers women’s participation in politics without the existence of a
legislation to change the governance model and its policies. If we are not sensitive to recognize that the different
needs, interests, priorities and responsibilities of both men and women deserve another consideration, apart from
combating entrenched gender inequality, we have to admit that women’s right to participate in decision-making
processes must be a real fact.
This is an assertion which is not incompatible with women’s equal participation in the access to and the exercise of decision-making. Substantive equality has been already defined in the Organic Law for effective equality
between men and women (effective since 2007 in Spain). This implies a legal, substantive and effective equality
in all areas of development. Nevertheless, it is necessary to incorporate the concepts of governance and gender
which suggest a new government which introduces gender mainstreaming to identify great challenges in the new
contexts of our societies, over all the power of citizens, considered as an exercise which facilitates people’s
access to civic, social, economic and cultural rights. Moreover, it questions and prevents the increase of inequality and poverty, considered as the main deficiencies in democracy.
A sensitive governance implies that women and men have to participate under equal conditions in the design
and implementation of the processes to promote an increased representation of women in governance fields,
eliminating discriminations and creating parities. Because of the fact that many women suffer a permanent exclusion in exercising their political rights due to their gender condition, it is necessary to institutionalize the
gender perspective in governance bodies which ensure equality and non-discrimination based on gender, promoting the exercise of an active role in discussing democracy processes and tools.
To increase the number of women in policy-making positions would only lead us to a more equitable system
of governance if their participation is ensured. This requires both a change in the roles that women and men play
and the creation of an environment in which people can be considered and valued for their abilities and not for
their gender or sexuality.
To sum up, governance from a gender perspective results in better options, opportunities, access to resources
and a better quality of life, through governance policies and actions which challenge gender inequalities which
remain deeply entrenched in society, and which are supported by strong accountability mechanisms in all governance institutions.

5. Experience in Gender and Local Governance
Advocating for a radical change in the governance model is not a practical strategy to achieve the inclusion of a
gender governance, if we consider the experiences of governments which have a structure and philosophy different from that of westerns state models. For example, the ideological emphasis of the Chinese Communist
Party on equality has been focused on women’s rights in all policies of the party and on the establishment of the
Ministry for women. China Women’s Federation, established in 1949, has played an active role in promoting
gender-sensitive laws and maintaining in the agenda of the policies of the party an approach related to gender
discrimination. This fact has been crucial and decisive to adopt laws to protect women and has also favoured the
development of legislation to guarantee a life free from other forms of abuse for women (Howell, 1998).
In contrast, in fragile states the presence of a strong central government has been regarded as a key element in
the creation of a gender sensitive bureaucratic culture and in the establishment of the principles of democratic
governance, accountability and transparency. It has been also of crucial importance in the progressive or gradual
8

PNUD: http://www.undp.org/governance/docs/Gender-Pub-21stcentury.pdf.
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introduction of governance mechanisms to facilitate the participation and voice of women in institutions and in
the creation of gender sensitive policies9.
Nevertheless, the increase of decentralization of government functions is reinforcing the creation of local
councils and other governance institutions in local and urban areas. These bodies are been given a greater power
to respond to citizens’ needs and priorities with the aim of providing better services. The flexibility and immediacy of this governance tool provides greater opportunities to citizens’ participation and opens, furthermore,
spaces for women and other groups which have been traditionally excluded from politics. The participation in
the local government is a more usual practice in the local field than in the national one because “local eligibility
criteria are less stringent and the local government is closer to women’s sphere of life. It is easier to combine it
with children care” (Evertzen, 2001: p. 3). However, the quality of women’s participation is not ensured although women are involved in the local government and civic processes. The increasing emphasis on decentralization and the power or authority associated to local governing bodies can imply the existence of a greater interest in men’s participation at a local level and a greater probability for women to be excluded, although quota
systems have been established (Evertzen, 2001). There is no guarantee that local governance will be more sensitive to women’s needs or interests. Actually, “it is frequently more difficult to create a distance between those
institutions of the local government and the entrenched conventional social norms, which are patriarchal, due to
the traditional authorities which protect them” (Beall, 2005: p. 10). Furthermore, there are cases in which there
appear evidences of a greater and effective female participation in local governance. This fact must not prevent
us from achieving that more women occupy leadership positions in executive powers. A lasting change has to be
supported by the government at the state level. As an example, we can mention Panchayat as a model of local
governance (assemblies or rural councils) in India. This system has set a precedent in the modification of the
quota system to lead women to local political areas, ensuring, at the same time, a certain level of political representation of other disadvantaged groups, such as the low castes, also called “untouchables”.
The Panchayat system of governance is made up of three levels: 1) villages; basic units known as panchayat
(assembly or rural councils), 2) groups of villages and 3) districts.
In this system each village is responsible for their own issues, although villages are under the national government leadership. In 1976 there were some attempts to increase women’s participation in local bodies through
the introduction of nominal quotas. An important event took place in 1983, when the southern state of Karnataka
reserved 25 percent of seats in the Panchayat for women. This fact led to the election of approximately 50 percent of women in 1987, and, for most of them, this was their first experience in politics. Other states followed
this example and obtained similar results. Panchayat elections, held every five years, were called in the country
in 1992 and reforms obliged to reserve 33 percent of seats for women, and also for low castes and tribes. This
process has led to the election of more than 700.000 women.
According to Basu (2003), this experience was regarded as a positive example of women’s influence within
the Panchayat (from the “inside”). Women, who had participated actively in protests against large-scale fishing
practices, made use of the Panchayat to demand the right to work. In Maharashtra, a group of women won the
local elections replacing the opposition which was only made up by men. The reforms they introduced included
amendments made to laws related to land and property rights which discriminate against women up to that time.
On the other hand, with women’s participation in these local councils, increased attention has been given to
children’s education and improvements of infrastructure and educational resources.
Participation in Panchayat has allowed women to fight against gender inequalities which are still deeply entrenched in society. For example, some areas have recognized that illiteracy and lack of formal education can
prevent effective participation in public activities (Jayal, 2006). Women are starting to insist on their daughters’
education before getting married. However, the presence of women in elected bodies does not guarantee a governance system with a great gender equality. Certainly, in some cases they can be elected to act as agents of the
men in their families or they could not have the capacity to operate effectively in their positions. Moreover, they
can deal with the intransigence of established circles of power, dominated by men, at village and districts levels
(Vyasulu & Vyasulu, 2000).
The processes of citizen participation and other processes in local governance are not always so inclusive and
conscious of the concept of gender. Therefore, they should be evaluated to analyze and solve the main causes of
exclusion. Women international organizations play an important facilitator and mediator role in the different le9

(See Demetriades, 2009, Section 4.5, case study on a governance with a gender perspective in Sudan).
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vels of governance. However, these must examine their own internal governance practices and their notions
about gender in order to be as efficient as possible in these roles.
Taking into account these considerations, the true change must begin with the conceptual bases of governance.
It is of crucial importance to recognize the points of tension between notions and practices in governance, for
example, in its capacity of decentralization and being, furthermore, more inclusive and conscious of the concept
of gender and its importance. It is necessary that all governance institutions contribute to the creation of a public
awareness. This involves demonstrating good practices and communicating effectively. Their messages must
challenge the current perceptions of “common sense”. According to these perceptions, governance belongs to
the field of men, who are far from the reality of ordinary people. Moreover, they should enable women everywhere to identify and claim their place in institutions and governance processes which are designed with them
and not for them.

6. Conclusion
A gender sensitive governance implies a world with better options, opportunities, access to resources and life
outcomes for women. This can be achieved through policies and strong accountability mechanisms which challenge gender inequalities deeply entrenched in society. Gender equality is one of the challenges in this century.
Parity democracy has been of crucial importance in the emergence of the key role of women and in the failure of
both the patriarchal system and the logic of the market. Nevertheless, nowadays there is still a long way to go.
We must be constantly alert and reflect on the design of equality policies, trying to influence basically on the
resolution of two aspects: the systematic gap between the official policy and its implementation and the limitation of gender issues in the institutional field, emphasizing the private sphere, which is also aimed at men.
Governance can only be efficient if it is based in the achievement of social justice and gender equality to
promote a more efficient governance. Therefore, one of the challenges of modern governance is the transformation of those social relationships directed to a participatory management of public life and policy, taking into
account the roles and interests of the different actors to face the political, cultural and social resistance which
prevents the functioning of a governance system which includes new aspects such as gender equality.
This challenge suggests that the empowerment of groups and communities can negotiate with public institutions, articulating issues related to gender equality, respect for human rights and women’s leadership. Therefore,
it is necessary to rethink about the concept and practice of governance from an approach regarding gender,
rights and capacity development. In this sense, some topics appear to be key: investment and public spending,
the private sphere of the family, the necessary protection and respect for human rights, the informal and domestic work sector, flow of services such as those related to sexual and reproductive health, water, sanitation services, safety in towns, new forms of organization, women’s networks and alliances.
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