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States of America expanded existing telework programmes, 
while others, such as the Philippines, Portugal, and Spain, 
adopted flexible work policies for public employees for the 
first time. The Philippines began allowing both remote work 
and flexible schedules, including the option of a four-day 
workweek.10 Given women’s disproportionate share of care 
work and household labour, such policies were instrumental 
in keeping women in the workforce during the pandemic, 
and they continue to be seen as useful policies for promoting 
work-life balance and institutional inclusiveness.

Adjusting to a “new normal” and refocusing on gender equality 
in public administration globally will require simultaneous efforts 
on three fronts: remembering lessons learned prior to the 
pandemic and re-energizing efforts to adopt and implement 
good practices; consolidating positive changes made during 
the pandemic; and taking bold action to regain momentum 
to achieve SDGs 5 and 16 by 2030. 

On the first front, the following three areas assigned priority 
in pre-pandemic efforts should constitute key components 
of future policies and practices so that gender equality 
commitments can be met:

• Data and transparency. Immediate attention needs to 
be directed towards SDG indicator 16.7.1b, which aims 
to measure representation with regard to age, sex, 
disability status, and population group in positions of 
public institutions, including the public service, and to 
assess the correspondence between such representation 
and the proportions of those groups in society as a 
whole. Reporting on this indicator has the potential to 
expand gender-disaggregated data availability, target 
public administration sectors and levels that require 
additional attention, and improve cross-country learning. 
Sharing and integrating relevant data in a transparent 
and accessible job placement platform can increase 
government accountability. The Civil Service Diversity 
and Inclusion Dashboard in the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the Sistema 
de Alta Dirección Pública (SADP) in Chile exemplify 
how quality public administration employment data can 
be integrated into transparent hiring and promotion 
practices to promote a diverse and inclusive public 
service.11 

• Training and mentorship. Providing women with training 
and mentoring is important not only for upgrading 
skills and building capacities, but also for improving 

Women’s full and effective participation in public administration 
is the bedrock of the whole-of-government approach to 
gender equality. Accumulating global evidence suggests 
gender equality in public administration enhances government 
functioning, the responsiveness and effectiveness of service 
delivery, and trust in public institutions, strengthening the 
relationship between Governments and the publics they 
represent and serve.2 Recognizing the importance of gender 
equality across all levels and sectors of public administration, 
countries committed to realizing this goal within the framework 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and to 
measuring progress towards its achievement as articulated 
in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicator 16.7.1. 
However, by 2020, only one third of the world’s countries 
were at or near gender parity at decision-making levels in 
public administration; on average, women comprised 46 per 
cent of public administration employees but only 31 per cent 
of the top leaders and 30 per cent of the senior managers.3

As has occurred during other major crises, the pandemic 
revealed and even exacerbated pre-existing gender 
inequalities. For instance, the pandemic drew attention to 
the dearth of women in public health leadership. Women 
make up 70 per cent of the health-care workforce and were 
disproportionately represented on the front lines of early 
COVID-19 response, but in public health administration women 
account for only 34 per cent of the decision makers.4 Watchdog 
groups suggest that the pandemic may have worsened gender 
disparities in public health leadership,5  despite the widely 
publicized successes attributed to women national leaders in 
mitigating the spread of COVID-19 and saving lives.6

Periods of crisis destabilize existing institutional structures 
and create new leadership possibilities. During the recent 
pandemic, however, Governments often missed opportunities 
to promote women. One example is the failure to include 
women equitably on COVID-19 task forces (executive branch 
institutions designed to lead government pandemic responses). 
In 2021, men made up 76 per cent of COVID-19 task force 
members and held 78 per cent of the leadership positions.7 
Although the commitment to gender equality was sidelined 
in many countries, there were some notable exceptions; Saint 
Lucia, for example, formed a task force with equal numbers of 
women and men in membership and leadership capacities.8

Times of crisis also create windows of opportunity for 
policy change.9 To sustain operations during the pandemic, 
Governments implemented new or modified workplace 
policies for public employees. Countries such as the United 
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the visibility of employees eligible for promotion 
and creating opportunities for networking.12 Going 
forward, new leadership and managerial training 
programmes should prioritize women civil servants 
and other marginalized population groups. Effective 
examples of career development initiatives targeting 
women include the State Leads Equally (Staten leder 
jämt) programme in Sweden13 and the Women in 
the Lead—Leadership, Engagement, Advancement and 
Development (W-LEAD) programme in Ireland.14 

• Targets and quotas. Governments have adopted 
leadership-focused quotas, targets and temporary 
special measures to address the underrepresentation 
of women at senior levels of public administration. 
While their design must be carefully considered and 
their impact assessed, a number of examples can 
help guide forward-looking discussions, including the 
affirmative action plans targeting the promotion of 
women in the public sector and the gender binding 
targets included in the Federal Equal Treatment Act 
in Austria; the 2013 Sauvadet Law in France, which 
introduced a progressive 40 per cent quota for all 
nominations to top civil service positions; the Quota 
Law (Law 581 of 2000) in Colombia, which mandates 
a minimum of 30 per cent women in decision-making 
positions; and the 2019 “parity in everything” reform 
in Mexico, which establishes gender parity in all 
government sectors. 

On the second front, positive changes adopted during the 
pandemic need to be carefully studied and intentionally 
integrated into future gender equality commitments in public 
administration. The gendered implications of flexible work 
arrangements, especially those involving telework exclusively, 
need to be first on the list.15 As these arrangements are 
incorporated into the lives of public employees, they stand 
to have the most positive impact if gender equality concerns 
are intentionally integrated and mainstreamed through the 
development of the necessary infrastructure and the provision 
of training, information technology access, mechanisms for the 
evaluation of telework for promotion and retention purposes, 
and health and safety guidelines for home offices. Adaptability 
is important, as a flexible system that includes variable work 
hours or a hybrid system that combines telework with office 
work may be preferred to full-time telework. 

Governments can promote gender equity in a telework 
environment by encouraging men to assume an equal share 

of unpaid care and domestic responsibilities, including “by 
means of targeted employee engagement and creative 
initiatives, such as role-modelling of good practices by male 
managers, social-media campaigns, internal blogs or photos, 
videos, etc.”.16 One example of positive role modelling comes 
from Japan; in the past, few men took advantage of their 
available paternity leave, but participation rose from 14 to 40 
per cent in the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare after 
former minister Yasuhisa Shiozaki publicly identified himself 
as a man who took part in caring for his children.17 

In order to ensure that the benefits of virtual and hybrid 
work environments can be accessed by everyone equally, 
public institutions need to invest in managerial training to 
intentionally cultivate a leadership approach characterized by 
greater gender awareness and equity and more balanced 
representation.18 Efforts such as those undertaken in Spain, 
where human resource managers and other key administrators 
are offered an advanced 25-hour gender equality training 
course—can strengthen managerial buy-in to gender equality.19

With the growing social and economic pressures surrounding 
the COVID-19 crisis, mental health emerged as an urgent 
priority in many settings—including the public sector. Latvia 
and the Netherlands, for example, began offering mental 
health services in response to the increased emotional 
burden placed on public servants during the pandemic.20  
This heightened focus on the mental well-being of public 
administration employees should be made a permanent feature 
of government employment. Mental health support, while 
increasing the appeal of public employment for all, could 
be especially beneficial for women employees, who have 
reported higher levels of stress linked to managing their work-
life balance within the context of flexible work arrangements. 
Targeted action in areas such as these contribute to gender 
equality in the long term. 

On the third front, bold action must be taken to get countries 
back on track to meet sustainable development objectives. 
To restore the momentum needed to reach SDGs 5 and 16 
by 2030, decision makers must put gender equality at the 
centre of present and future recovery efforts. The COVID-19 
pandemic served to re-emphasize the reality that even in 
sectors where women constitute the majority of workers 
and serve on the front lines, they are not included equally 
in policy development and decision-making. Moving forward, 
it is crucial that women be fully integrated into permanent 
bodies of crisis response and management across all sectors. 
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