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Context:
As part of the commitment to the UNDP Gender Strategy 2022 – 20251  which sets 
out an ambitious agenda to help countries embrace complexity and find new solutions, 
responding with flexibility and promoting learning instead of compliance or rigid 
responses to gender equality a light touch assessment of gender and social inclusion 
in Ethiopia was undertaken in 2022. That assessment will help inform and shape future 
UNDP programming.

Ethiopia scores 0.846 on the Gender Development Index, one of the lowest in the world, 
and its gender equality performance is ranked 117th out of 129 countries on the SDG 
Gender Index, among the lowest in Sub-Saharan Africa2 3.  Although there have been 
improvements in women’s status and conditions, including increased participation in 
national level politics, improvements in access to education and health services, and 
an overall decrease in harmful traditional practices, wide gaps in these and other areas 
remain4 5. Sex-disaggregated data and gender statistics that would sharpen analysis, 
planning, and resourcing is limited, often outdated, and not prioritized in data collection 
agendas or effectively mainstreamed in statistical strategies.

The gender ‘transition’ as it is termed, is a key structural factor and constitutes a 
‘transition’ to the extent that a major leap forward in female participation in Ethiopia’s 
politics, society and economy remains the sine qua non for substantial and sustained 
progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  Without doubt, Ethiopia 
has made substantial progress in reducing maternal mortality, narrowing gender 
disparity in primary education, and increasing women’s representation in the national 
parliament and Federal Cabinet.  However, complicating matters, negative social 
norms, and traditional practices such as child marriage and female genital mutilation 
hold back progress towards gender equality and women’s empowerment. 

Methodological approach of the 2022 GESI Assessment:
In terms of geographic scope, the Assessment was conducted at the federal and 
regional levels in early 2022. Information was gathered at the federal level and in 
three regions - Somali region - Jigjiga, Amhara - Bahir Dar, and Oromia - Finfine. In 
order to triangulate and validate information  several participatory methods, including 
document reviews (project documents, legislations, and policy reviews), key informant 
interviews (KIIs), Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), and observations were undertaken. 
Focus group discussions proved an effective method for gathering evidence because 
it allowed the participants to express themselves with less inhibition, especially when 
interacting with peers who share similar experiences  or might have found it difficult 
to disclose their thoughts in one-on-one interviews. Typically, the participants in the 
FGDs engaged  in  collective debates about a relevant topic, drawing on their collective 
experiences and knowledge, rather than relying on individual perspectives.

1   Gender Equality Strategy 2022-2025 | UNDP

2   The 2019 SDG Gender Index measured gender disparities on 14 of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals and 51 issues. Retrieved 19 
June 2021: https://www.equalmeasures2030.org/products/sdg-gender-index/

3   United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework 2020 – 2025.  United Nations Country Team in Ethiopia 2020 

4   Through the ruling party’s voluntary gender quota, women held 39% of seats in Parliament in 2015, compared to 7.7% in 2000.  
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). 2021.  Women’s Political Participation ~ Africa Barometer. 

5   Between 1991 and 2016, there were significant reductions in FGM prevalence in Oromia and Addis Ababa, but far less change in Afar 
and Somali regions, where prevalence is 88% and 95% respectively. United Nations Children’s Fund, A Profile of Female Genital Mutilation 
in Ethiopia, UNICEF, New York, 2020.

PART ONE
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The Assessment considered the following issues:
	l To examine gender and social inclusion issues within the governance system.

	l To assess the capacity (human resources and budget) to mainstream gender 
and social inclusion.

	l To review the accountability mechanisms in place to ensure the integration of 
gender and social inclusion issues, and to develop a generic gender accountability 
mechanism for improved gender planning and reporting.

	l To identify structural, institutional, legal, and policy barriers affecting women’s 
participation in leadership and governance at national and regional levels.

	l To map institutions (government, non-government, CSOs, and research 
institutions) working on gender and social inclusion.

	l To identify what has worked and what hasn’t worked regarding mainstreaming 
gender and social inclusion in programming and propose solutions.
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1.1 Introduction:
Social inclusion can be described as the process of improving the terms of participation in 
society, particularly for disadvantaged individuals or groups. Depending on the context, 
disadvantaged groups may include women, internally displaced people (IDP), persons 
with disabilities (PWDs), and ethno-linguistic minorities. The social inclusion process 
involves more than just improving access to economic resources; it also encompasses 
enhancing the culture of inclusiveness in political and leadership positions, increasing 
opportunities for resource access, and respecting individual rights and interests.

The concept of ‘inclusive governance’ has recently emerged in international cooperation 
circles, closely linked to Agenda 2030 and, particularly the Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) 16. Its core distinctive feature is the addition of ‘inclusion’ as a normative 
benchmark, premised on the assumption that inclusive societies and institutions tend 
to be more prosperous, effective, and resilient in the long run.

Democracy is based on the principle that the legitimacy of decision-making power 
regarding people’s lives and their country should come from the choices of those 
affected. Conversely, representation of disadvantaged groups and the inclusion of their 
perspectives and experiences in decision-making processes can result in solutions that 
satisfy a larger portion of society. This can have social and economic benefits, leading 
to more appropriate social, political, legal, and economic solutions for their problems.

The presence of socially excluded groups in parliaments worldwide has already 
become a reality, impacting the social, cultural, political, and economic fabric of nations, 
including Ethiopia. Without greater representation of women and vulnerable groups in 
parliamentary, executive, and judicial positions, achieving participatory, accountable, 
and transparent governance becomes challenging, hindering the realization of political, 
cultural, social, and economic goals for the broader society.

In Ethiopia, women’s presence in the public and political sphere may be marginal, but 
it has increased with changing political systems. As in many countries in Africa and 
Latin America, the transition to a democratic political system offered new spaces for 
women’s activism in Ethiopia. The need to integrate women and vulnerable groups 
into the political system is evident in most national policies and documents. However, 
a significant change was observed with the arrival of Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed to 
power in 2018. He advocated for a more inclusive approach to governance, reducing the 
size of his cabinet from 34 to 20 members and appointing women to half of the cabinet 
positions. However, as of October 2021, women held 36% (8 out of 22) of ministerial 
positions at the federal level and 33% of cabinet positions. He also nominated a woman 
as his first Chief Justice and identified a woman to become the first female president.

In the 2021 election, a total of 17,091,128 women were registered to vote, representing 
45% of all registered voters. While all regions had approximately the same share of 
women voters, the Afar region recorded only 7% of women registered voters. Although 
the region traditionally reports low voter interest, additional factors such as poor voter 
education and security concerns, combined with cultural prejudices towards women’s 
involvement in public life, may have led to the exclusion of eligible women voters. 
Regarding taking a seat, 195 out of 470 (41%) seats were held by women at the House 
of Peoples’ Representatives following the election. The percentage is slightly lower 
than the previous election, but it is hoped that the representation will be substantive, 
given the changing political environment.

With the aim of supporting the country’s efforts to enhance institutional capacities 
and frameworks for strengthening good governance and deepening democratic 
participation in line with the constitution and international human rights conventions, 
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UNDP designed the Governance and Democratic Participation Programme (GDPP, 
2017-2022).  The Programme worked to support key democratic institutions including: 
House of Peoples Representatives (HoPR); House of Federation (HoF); Federal Ethics 
and Anti-Corruption Commission (FEACC); Ethiopian Human Rights Commission (EHRC); 
Ethiopian Institute of Ombudsman (EIO); Office of Attorney General (OAG); Office of 
Federal Auditor General (OFAG); Ministry of Peace (MoP); Council of Constitutional 
Inquiry (CCI); National Election Board of Ethiopia (NEBE) and Ethiopia Media Authority 
(EMA formerly the Ethiopian Broadcast Authority)

GDPP focused on five outputs:
Political processes of federal and regional state legislative bodies are more inclusive 
and effectively delivering on their constitutional mandates.

Federal and regional state systems of governance are more accountable, transparent, 
and deliver public services in more inclusive and responsive ways.

Citizens are more empowered to voice their concerns and actively participate in 
decision-making processes at all levels of governance and political systems.

Systems and mechanisms for promoting social cohesion, managing diversity, 
preventing and managing conflicts, fostering dialogues, and building peace are further 
strengthened at national, regional, and local levels.

Access to justice is enhanced, and human rights are promoted and protected across 
Ethiopia.

A key lesson learned through GDPP was the need for and importance of fully 
integrating Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) considerations into programme 
design, particularly focusing on transformational interventions that significantly 
promote gender equality and social inclusion. Despite the GDPP Gender Analysis 
undertaken in 2019, which helped set out key recommendations and took note of 
GDPP’s achievements, challenges, and lessons learned, the integration of GESI into 
the programme was not effective enough to deliver meaningful impacts on GESI, as 
captured in both the Mid-Term and Terminal Evaluations of GDPP.

1.2 The Status of Women in Ethiopia:
Ethiopia ranked 125 out of 162 countries on the 2019 Gender Inequality Index (GII). 
This ranking is based on several key indicators, including the fact that 37.3% of 
parliamentary seats are held by women, only 11.5% of adult women have reached at 
least a secondary level of education (compared to 22.6% of adult men), there are 401 
maternal deaths for every 100,000 live births (maternal mortality ratio), the adolescent 
birth rate stands at 66.7 births per 1,000 women aged 15-19, and female participation 
in the labor market is at 73.4% (compared to 85.8% for men).

Similarly, in 2021, the World Bank reported that despite Ethiopia’s significant economic 
growth, averaging 10% for more than a decade, the economic and social status of 
women remains considerably lower compared to men. According to the 2021 Global 
Gender Gap Report, Ethiopia ranks 97th out of 156 countries in terms of gender equality, 
up from 100th in 2006. Specifically, Ethiopia ranks 128th out of 156 countries on the 
economic participation and opportunity index, 141st on the educational attainment 
index, 77th on the health and survival index, and 28th on the political empowerment 
index. These rankings highlight the fact that women in Ethiopia continue to face 
substantial cultural, social, legal, economic, and political barriers and challenges that 
limit their ability to realize their full potential and participate fully in society.

One key factor affecting women’s participation in leadership and politics is education. 
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The enrollment of women in education is significantly lower compared to men. For 
instance, in the 2017/18 undergraduate program, male enrollment is 30%higher than 
female enrollment. Similarly, in postgraduate programs (both Masters and PhD), the 
share of female postgraduate students is limited to only 17.8%. This significant gender 
gap in education directly impacts women’s participation in politics and leadership. 
Even the limited number of educated women faces numerous gender biases and 
responsibilities that hinder their path to leadership.

Regarding employment, according to the World Bank’s data from 2021, women make 
up only 46.31% of the workforce. Additionally, there is a substantial gender wage 
gap, with women earning on average only half of what men earn (ranging from 38 to 
70%across different types of employment terms). This wage disparity not only affects 
women’s income but also their ability to access and control other resources, ultimately 
hampering their potential for economic empowerment and leadership in advancing the 
national economy.

In terms of participation in governance and the democratic system, there are significant 
disparities. According to a 2020 study conducted by UN Women examining the status 
of women’s leadership in Ethiopia, women held more than one out of three, or 36%, 
of leadership positions at the woreda level. At the federal level, they held at least one 
out of four, or 33%, of leadership positions, and at the zone level, this figure was 25%. 
However, at the regional level, women held only one out of five, or 22%, of leadership 
positions.

These disparities also extend to different branches of government. In the legislative 
branch, women’s representation in leadership positions was lowest at the federal level 
(34 %) but much higher at the regional (41 %), zone (43 %), and woreda (42 %) levels. 
In the executive branch, the proportion of women in leadership positions was highest 
at the woreda level (27 %), compared to 21 % at the federal level, 19 % at the regional 
level, and 20 % at the zone level.

In the judicial branch, the proportion of female judges was highest at the federal level 
at 43 % but significantly lower at the regional (12 %), zone (12 %), and woreda (16 
%) levels. Female judges were three times more likely to serve on the judiciary at the 
federal level than at the regional, zone, and woreda levels.

Within the executive branch of government, which includes cabinets and various 
leadership levels, it’s notable that women made up 50 % of the federal cabinet. However, 
at the regional level, on average, women’s representation in regional cabinets was only 
20 %, 18 % at the zone level, and 17 % at the woreda level.

Additionally, at different levels of leadership within the executive branch (senior, 
middle, and lower), as well as among prosecutors, women’s representation varied. 
For instance, women were more likely to hold senior-level leadership positions in the 
executive branch at the woreda level (22 %) than at the zone (19 %) and regional (14 
%) levels. Similarly, women were more likely to hold middle-level leadership positions 
at the zone level (26 %) compared to the woreda (22 %) and regional (17 %) levels. 
Meanwhile, women were more likely to hold low-level leadership positions at the 
woreda level (31 %) than at the regional (22 %) and zone (10 %) levels. Also notable 
was that low-level leadership positions were three times more likely to be filled by 
women at the woreda level than at the zone level. At the federal level, women held 19 
% of senior-level leadership positions, 25 % of middle-level leadership positions, and 
28 % of low-level leadership positions.
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1.3 The Situation of Persons with Disabilities in Ethiopia:
According to a 2011 estimate by the World Report on Disability, jointly published by 
the World Bank and WHO, there were 15 million persons with disabilities in Ethiopia, 
constituting 17.6% of the total population at that time. The Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs reports that only 0.7 % of persons with disabilities (PWDs) have 
access to educational services, and a staggering 95 % of all PWDs live in poverty 
and challenging circumstances. Women with disabilities face additional disadvantages 
stemming from gender role stereotypes and gender-based prejudices, resulting in 
double discrimination.

In Ethiopia, the employment rate for disabled people is notably low. Disabled individuals 
encounter barriers when seeking paid employment, both in private and public 
enterprises. Government offices often engage in discrimination against disabled people, 
and employers frequently hesitate to hire and fairly compensate disabled individuals 
based on their qualifications. Research indicates that those most marginalized in the 
labor market are individuals with mental health difficulties or intellectual impairments, 
with nearly 70 % facing exclusion. Among adults with disabilities who are employed, a 
higher proportion engage in self-employment or unpaid work.

In urban areas, the extreme poverty rate among persons with disabilities is 41 % 
higher compared to their non-disabled counterparts. This multidimensional exclusion 
forces PWDs into impoverished conditions in comparison to the general population. 
Consequently, this has a direct impact on their limited participation and representation 
in the governance and democratic systems of the country. 

1.4 Ethiopia’s Laws and Policies Governing the Rights of People with 
Disabilities:
Ethiopia has ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(Proclamation No. 676/2010). The National Plan of Action for Persons with Disabilities 
aims to transform Ethiopia into an inclusive society by addressing the needs of 
PWDs. This includes providing comprehensive rehabilitation services, ensuring equal 
opportunities in education, offering skills training and employment opportunities, and 
promoting full participation in the lives of their families, communities, and the nation.

Article 41 (5) of the 1995 Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 
asserts that the State shall, within available means, allocate resources to care for and 
rehabilitate people with physical disabilities and mental impairments. Article 41(6) and 
41(7) of the Constitution also directs the State to formulate policies aimed at creating 
employment opportunities for the poor and unemployed while taking measures to 
expand opportunities for gainful employment. Furthermore, the constitution stipulates 
that any international convention ratified by the government will automatically be 
considered as a national law to ensure equal rights for all.

In terms of national laws specifically addressing the rights of PWDs, Proclamation 
No. 101/994, amended by Proclamation No. 568/2008, aims to protect, and promote 
the rights of PWDs. It does so by providing proper educational training, employment 
opportunities, fair compensation, and by preventing workplace discrimination. The 1999 
National Programme of Action for the Rehabilitation of Persons with Disabilities is the 
Government’s program designed to prevent disabilities and improve living standards 
for persons with disabilities. It also strives to ensure equal rights for PWDs and their 
full participation in society through active involvement in their communities.
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The Federal Civil Servants Proclamation No. 515/2007 provides affirmative action 
measures for women and PWDs during the recruitment process. Ethiopian Building 
Proclamation No. 624/2009 mandates that public buildings, including toilet facilities, 
must be made accessible for use by physically impaired persons. The 10-Year 
Development Plan of Ethiopia (2020-2030) includes one of its objectives as the need 
to address the issues of women and PWDs.

Despite the existence of legal provisions and institutional arrangements, there remain 
significant concerns regarding the realization of the rights of persons with disabilities.

1.5 Statement of the problems associated with gender & social inclusion:
Politics and governance encompass all aspects of power, including who holds power, 
existing power dynamics, how power is wielded, the institutions that exercise power, 
their functioning, the policies, and laws they generate, and their impact on people’s 
lives. It also involves processes, mechanisms, and policies aimed at equitably delivering 
essential public goods and services that citizens expect. Key elements of this include 
access to fair justice, institutions that combat corruption, measures to curtail illicit 
financial flows, and safeguards for personal security.

Throughout this process, the exclusion of women and vulnerable groups effectively 
renders them non-citizens in decision-making. The outcomes of policies often reinforce 
their marginalized status. This is evident in the lack of development opportunities for 
some groups, the perpetuation of women’s subordinate status, and the prevalence of 
abuse and Violence against Women and Girls (VAWG).

Despite the compelling evidence supporting the importance of having women and 
vulnerable groups involved in decision-making, numerous factors continue to undermine 
their representation. These factors can be categorized into two main groups. The first 
comprises deeply entrenched systemic “informal factors,” such as customs, culture, 
tradition, socialization, and gender stereotypes, which can manifest as gender-based 
violence in their most extreme form. The second group consists of “formal” or more 
immediate factors that are within our control. These include the media, electoral 
systems, election management, finances, and resources.

Embedded within traditional sayings are expressions that diminish and exclude 
women from public roles in decision-making. For instance, in the most widely spoken 
languages in Ethiopia, one can find phrases like “Set wode majet wond wode segenet,” 
which means “let women stay in the kitchen while men go to the offices”; “set btawk 
bewond yalk,” which implies that “No matter what a woman knows, it is a man who 
finishes things”; and “ye set eras wond,” which states that “A man is the head of a 
woman.” Such deeply ingrained beliefs cast doubts on women’s capability to engage in 
politics and make crucial decisions.

Culturally, in Ethiopia there exists a perception that women should be followers rather 
than leaders. Traditional attitudes toward gender equality hinder women’s progress 
in political participation. The burden of household chores and limited access to higher 
education also restrict women’s ability to enjoy the same opportunities and benefits 
of citizenship as men in the political sphere. When announcing Ethiopia’s first gender-
balanced cabinet, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed noted that the move aimed to “show 
respect” for women’s role in nation-building and to challenge the notion that “women 
can’t lead.”

Despite these challenges, there have been improvements in the status of women in 
Ethiopia and the opportunities available to them in recent years. This has occurred 
alongside the opening up of political and democratic space for citizens, civil societies, 
and other stakeholders. In response, efforts have been made to support the inclusion, 
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participation, and empowerment of women and youth. However, persistent patriarchal 
cultural norms, ethnic and political conflicts, and harmful traditional practices continue 
to create obstacles to women’s equitable and active participation in society and public 
life. Although Ethiopia has appointed its first female president and women occupy 
half of all ministerial positions, women remain underrepresented in politics at various 
levels, including parliamentary, regional, and community levels. They also have limited 
representation in leadership positions across different government departments, 
institutions, and agencies at both national and subnational levels, often being excluded 
from decision-making processes.

Regarding other vulnerable groups, such as persons with disabilities and internally 
displaced people, efforts should be made to integrate them into the governance 
system. Initiatives that promote unobstructed and independent physical access to 
voter registration and polling locations, provide voters’ information in braille, and offer 
sign language translation for visually and hearing-impaired voters aim to enhance 
inclusiveness in political participation.
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Findings of the GESI Assessment:
This section discusses the key gender and social inclusion gaps and opportunities 
identified in the Ethiopian governance and democratization system. The following 
topics present how women and vulnerable groups are excluded, international and 
national laws that promote women’s participation in leadership positions, affirmative 
action measures, the path to leadership for women and vulnerable groups, the 
challenges women leaders face, and their coping mechanisms. It also discusses the 
positive initiatives implemented by different stakeholders.

2.1 How Exclusion Works?
Despite evidence supporting the importance of having women and vulnerable groups 
in decision-making, several factors continue to undermine their representation. The 
exclusion of these groups can be either explicitly prescribed or implicit and systematic 
in nature. The Assessment  identified that there are almost no institutions and laws in 
Ethiopia that explicitly prescribe the exclusion of women and vulnerable groups from 
access and benefit opportunities.

The implicit and silent exclusion of women and vulnerable groups is predominantly 
practiced in Ethiopia. This can be found within laws and policies that fail to give due 
attention to the protection of women and vulnerable groups. Such practices can be 
inferred from institutions, working procedures, and political parties that silently 
discriminate against or fail to address the difficulties faced by these groups.

Most of the contributors to the Assessment indicated their commitment to gender 
equality but attempted to justify that their failure to implement was due to budget 
constraints and a lack of human resources. Nevertheless, when prioritizing activities 
due to budget constraints, gender and social inclusion issues are often the first to be left 
out by these institutions. This was a clear indicator of the lack of true commitment and 
the silent exclusion of gender and social inclusion issues. The problem is exacerbated 
for some groups, such as Persons with Disabilities (PWDs). One participant described 
the issue as follows:

“There is a misunderstanding about social inclusiveness and on whom we should focus 
during implementation. There are numerous Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and 
government institutions that claim to work on Gender Equality and Social Inclusion 
(GESI) issues, but most of them focus only on gender issues. There is a significant 
gap in knowledge and skills on how to integrate the issues of PWDs into projects and 
routine activities.”

Implicit or silent exclusions are often entangled with deep-rooted negative attitudes 
and beliefs that claim a woman’s place is only within the household or that persons with 
disabilities cannot actively participate in the development process. These biased beliefs 
and attitudes exclude women and vulnerable groups from important opportunities 
such as education, employment, and ownership, which are crucial prerequisites for 
participation in the leadership and governance system. The belief that women are 
less capable than men is another barrier for women aspiring to ascend to leadership 
positions in Ethiopia.

PART TWO
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For instance, one can find numbers of visually impaired individuals working in the 
justice sector. There are significant numbers of them who are well known for their 
effective, efficient, and work ethic. However, they are rarely appointed as judges, as 
there is a bias and misconception that their impairment will limit them from making 
the right decisions in cases that require visual judgment. The other limiting factor is the 
need to write and transcribe court litigation, and the limited access and facilities within 
the court system to facilitate their work (e.g., braille).

Silent exclusions are not only limited to accessing and benefiting from opportunities 
but also manifest in the development of infrastructures. The general inaccessibility 
of roads, buildings, transport, and information and communication infrastructure are 
clear indicators of silent exclusion. This was also observed in the 2021 election, where 
most of the voting sites failed to include the needs of people with disabilities. Some of 
the sites had no entry for individuals using a wheelchair, while others had ditches and 
safety issues for visually impaired people. One professional explained as follows:

“In Ethiopia, inclusiveness is an issue that seems to be left at the policy and legal paper 
level without tangible implementation. Inclusiveness needs facilities and services that 
make it practical. Depending on the special needs of the disability, there needs to be 
a system or infrastructure that will enable vulnerable groups to benefit like any other 
person. For instance, in organizing meetings, the location, safety, and accessibility of 
the place have to be considered. In preparing communication materials, we need braille 
for visually impaired persons. You can ask how many of our institutions and training 
efforts address the issue with the required level.”

Therefore any efforts to promote social inclusion requires a deliberate process of 
encompassing and welcoming excluded groups in society. It also calls for removing 
explicit and implicit barriers, as well as taking active inclusionary steps to facilitate 
the participation of women and vulnerable groups in the governance system. It was 
pointed out that most projects and social inclusion initiatives in Ethiopia fail to include 
the needs and interests of people with disabilities.

2.2. Laws and their Implementation:
The 1995 Ethiopian Constitution gives women equal rights as men. Besides providing 
equal rights for women in access, benefits, and opportunities, it explicitly calls for 
positive discrimination measures to enable women to fully participate in the country’s 
political, social, and economic spheres. Article 25 of the Constitution recognizes women’s 
equal rights to men in all spheres, including politics. Article 35 of the constitution 
provides further guarantees for women’s advancement in all spheres, including equal 
representation and voting rights.

Besides national laws, international laws adopted by Ethiopia, such as the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the 
regional legal instrument, the Maputo Protocol or the Women’s Protocol of Africa, 
enshrine women’s equal rights to participate in political and public life, including the 
right to vote and participate in politics. These instruments obligate states to take all 
appropriate measures to eradicate all forms of discrimination against women and 
implement positive discrimination measures.

Ethiopia has also ratified and adopted almost all of the relevant initiatives and 
international legal texts on the rights of persons with disabilities, including the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2010. Ethiopia has 
also signed the African Decade of Disabled Persons (SADPD), established in South 
Africa in 2004 with the responsibility of coordinating efforts and resources on disability 
programs in Africa. However, in lower and middle-income countries, such as Ethiopia, 
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information on specific interventions, service utilization, and legislation is lacking.

For instance, according to UNCRPD 2006 Article 1, the definition of Peoples with 
Disabilities includes individuals who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual, or 
sensory impairments, which, in interaction with various barriers, may hinder their full 
and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others. However, in practice, 
disability is a fluid and evolving concept, making its definition complex, dynamic, 
and multidimensional. For this reason, countries need to define it considering their 
context. In this regard, the definition of Peoples with Disabilities is not well articulated 
considering the context of Ethiopia.

With the aim of protecting the rights of people with disabilities, Ethiopia passed 
Proclamation 568/2008. It aims to protect and promote the rights of persons with 
disabilities to appropriate training, employment opportunities, and salaries, and to 
prevent workplace discrimination. However, it was pointed out during the study that 
the actual implementation and monitoring system is very weak.

The adoption and passing of laws that protect the rights of PWDs are the first steps, but 
they need to be backed up by a strong implementation system. For instance, there is no 
evidence and disaggregated data about PWDs to inform and influence policymakers. 
Taking the employment sector as an example, based on an estimate conducted in 1994, 
PWDs represent less than 2%)of the employed population. It has been decades since 
the study has been conducted and calls for an update to inform policies.

With regards to gender issues, Proclamation No. 1097/2018, the Legal Definition of 
Powers and Duties of the Executive Organs of the FDRE, obligates governmental 
institutions, including ministries, to mainstream gender, among other things, into laws, 
policies, and development programs and projects (Articles 10(3)). This Proclamation 
further obligates ministries to “create, within the purview of its authority, conditions 
whereby persons with disabilities, the elderly, and segments of society vulnerable to 
social and economic problems benefit from equal opportunities and full participation” 
(Article 10(4)). This proclamation also emphasizes the need to design strategic plans 
to ensure that opportunities are created for women and youth to actively participate 
in the political, economic, and social affairs of the country, and to implement the same. 
It also stresses the importance of assigning women to decision-making positions in 
government institutions. Additionally, it underscores the need to ensure the proper 
application of women’s rights to affirmative action guarantees at the federal level 
and follow-up on the implementation of the same. Furthermore, it calls for designing 
strategies to effectively prevent and take measures against Violence Against Women 
(VAW) and to implement them in collaboration with relevant entities.

The revised Ethiopian Electoral Political Parties Registration and Elections Code of 
Conduct Proclamation No. 1162/2019 requires the recruitment and assignment of 
women as election officials. Under Article 52 (1), it also requires voters to give priority 
to the disabled, the elderly, and pregnant women during registration as well as the 
voting process. Article 31 (2) (3) incorporates specific provisions aimed at promoting 
the participation of people with disabilities. It lowers the criteria for obtaining 
endorsement signatures from 5,000 to 3,000 for independent candidates and requires 
political parties to ensure inclusiveness in terms of gender, disability, tribe, and other 
factors.

In this regard, it is clear that Ethiopia has taken positive steps to encourage women’s 
participation in politics. However, the law fails to be comprehensive and provide 
clear and obligatory standards that should be followed by political parties. For this 
reason, the institutionalization of gender and inclusiveness issues within their policies 
and processes is based on their willingness to adopt such an approach rather than 
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a mandatory requirement. Hence, most of the Ethiopian political parties have no 
institutional policy or guidelines that show their stance towards gender equality and 
how they want to address it as one of the country’s challenges.

The 2019 Electoral proclamation also requires political parties to submit annual reports 
that outline the numbers of members by disaggregating by age, gender, and place of 
residence. However, unless there is a system that analyzes the disaggregated data 
and designs strategies aimed at fair and inclusive representation, the provision will 
continue to be a mere requirement.

With respect to laws that address the rights of people with disabilities, despite all 
the legal provisions and institutional arrangements in place, the attainment of these 
rights remains a major concern. In this regard, the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission 
has assigned a specific expert that works on and monitors the issue, but it needs the 
support of other stakeholders.

Despite the numerous pieces of legislation and policies in place to promote gender 
equality and inclusiveness, there are no clear directives or guidelines for advancing 
gender equality and inclusiveness in leadership and decision-making processes. There 
is a lack of national indicators for monitoring progress or measuring the impact of 
legislation and policies, such as the National Policy on Women, on the advancement 
of women. Additionally, there are no clear monitoring and evaluation mechanisms that 
can be used to consistently document and review the implementation of legislation 
and policies aimed at promoting gender equality and inclusiveness. As a result, 
the effectiveness of legislation and policies has yet to be systematically studied or 
evaluated.

2.3. Affirmative Action Measures:
Most scholars agree that in order to ensure equal participation and representation 
of women in the social, political, and economic domains, there is a need to create a 
system that rectifies structural inequalities and past injustices. There is no uniform 
standard for affirmative action measures; rather, each country and sector is expected 
to develop affirmative measures that best suit its conditions.

In Ethiopia, the understanding and implementation of affirmative action seems to be 
blurred. The challenge lies in how and when to implement affirmative action measures 
and how to prioritize when there are two or more vulnerable groups. This calls for 
designing criteria that assess the level of vulnerability. There is also a need to clearly 
define what is meant by ‘vulnerable groups’ in Ethiopia. For instance, who is considered 
‘a person with a disability’ is not well articulated in Ethiopia. Similarly, there is no law 
governing and defining ‘older people.’

Affirmative action measures can take various forms. Legal instruments, policies, and 
administrative procedures at different levels are expected to integrate affirmative 
action measures that aim to promote gender equality and women empowerment. 
Article 35 (3) of the Ethiopian constitution clearly provides that, considering the legacy 
of inequality faced by women, special attention should be given to enable them to 
compete and participate on an equal basis with men in political, social, and economic 
life, as well as in public and private institutions.

The effective implementation of affirmative action measures is crucial in achieving 
gender equality and social inclusiveness. This is important not only to bring women 
into leadership positions but also as a way to encourage aspiring leaders working 
in different sectors. This calls for well-defined affirmative action measures across 
different institutions. Based on the findings of the study, the understanding and 
implementation of affirmative action measures in Ethiopia vary from institution to 
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institution. In a few institutions, such as the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission, 
affirmative action measures are implemented strictly within the organization, and 
there is a clear understanding of what and how it should be done. The issue of gender 
and inclusiveness is given due attention, and all professionals and programs ensure it 
is integrated well into their routine work. Following the affirmative action requirement 
to add 3 % for women candidates during the recruitment process, in most institutions, 
the understanding and implementation of affirmative action measures are limited to 
adding 3 % and nothing more. For this reason, affirmative action measures are often 
not in place during promotions or when allocating opportunities such as scholarships 
and training.

One of the laws passed based on the constitutional guarantee is Election Proclamation 
No.1162/2019. It includes some affirmative action measures that aim to increase 
the number of women parliamentarians. This includes setting a target of 30 % for 
women candidates in the ruling party and providing special campaign funds for women 
candidates who run for office. Article 100(2) states that the amount of financial support 
provided to political parties is based, in part, on the number of female candidates 
the political party nominates, the number of female party members, and females in 
leadership positions. It further asserts that recruitment of founding members and 
election of candidates to leadership positions should take into account women’s 
representation. Despite these positive steps, most political parties were not able to 
achieve greater numbers of women’s representation due to the already disadvantaged 
position of women and the absence of a system that empowers potential women 
leaders. On the other hand, it mainly motivated only the emerging political parties and 
not the already established ones, as they are short of finance and budget.

Proclamation No. 1162/2019, 13(5 & 9) states that gender representation should be 
considered in the recruitment of election officials, the selection of members of the 
Grievance Hearing Committee at the constituency level, and the allocation of election 
observers, both international and local. Under Article 15(10&11), it also establishes 
that the Grievance Hearing Committee at polling stations should be composed of two 
members, one male and one female. These are positive steps that aim for inclusiveness, 
but the realization calls for multi-stakeholder commitment.

One can also find affirmative action measures within the education system that 
aims to encourage women and vulnerable groups. Article 33(1) of Higher Education 
Proclamation No. 351/2003 grants special support for women, persons with disabilities, 
and students from emerging regions and/or nationalities whose participation in higher 
education is low in applications and admissions. Similarly, Article 39(4) of Revised 
Ethiopian Federal Higher Education Proclamation No. 650/2009 includes the need for 
special support for females, persons with disabilities, and students from emerging 
regions. Article 7(1)(1) of the Directive on Training and Scholarship of Civil Servants 
Abroad (2002) also states that 30% of scholarships are reserved for women candidates; 
yet they can also apply for the other 70% of scholarships.

One of the roles of democratic institutions is to monitor and report on the implementation 
of laws from a gender perspective. Among other institutions, this is the responsibility 
of the Women, Children and Youth Affairs, Justice Offices, and Human Rights 
Commissions at different levels. However, based on the findings of the study, these 
institutions hardly follow up and report on the implementation of the laws in general 
from a gender perspective and specifically on affirmative action measures. One of the 
main reasons is the constraint in budget to conduct such kinds of assessments and 
giving priority to other studies.
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2.4. Perception towards Women and Vulnerable Groups in Leadership:
At the institutional level, women’s confidence as leaders has been impacted by 
their colleagues’ resistance to accept their authority as leaders. Male colleagues 
and subordinates often lack respect for women leaders. Across regions and levels 
of government, women leaders explained that they must prove their competence 
repeatedly to male subordinates, colleagues, and supervisors, whereas their male 
counterparts in leadership positions are respected simply because of their gender. 
Despite recent reforms, women leaders still struggle to be acknowledged and 
respected by their male subordinates, colleagues, and supervisors. Decisions made by 
women leaders are often challenged and even revoked by senior supervisors. This has 
been raised as one of the challenges, particularly in the Amhara region.

Throughout the five general elections in the country, the number of women joining the 
House of People’s Representatives has increased dramatically. It used to be 2.4% in the 
1992 election and increased to 38.7% in the 2019 election. However, based on a study 
conducted in 2022 that assesses the %age of women in leadership in political parties, 
there are less than 3% women, while close to 97% are held by men. This is a clear 
indication of the weak participation of women in political parties and their transfer to 
leadership positions.

Regarding the participation of Persons with Disabilities (PWDs), there is a need for a 
change in how the issue is considered. The dominant attitude is that the protection of 
PWDs is considered as charity rather than a rights issue. Policy makers and experts 
should be aware that activities done for PWDs are not merely acts of goodwill but a 
duty to protect citizens’ rights. In this regard, one of the participants in the discussion 
stressed the issue as follows:

“What we are doing for persons with disabilities is not charity but providing their rights 
like any other citizen. Like any Ethiopian citizen, they have to go to school, be enrolled 
in schools, get jobs, and participate in politics. We are not favoring them when an 
individual with a disability is appointed to a leadership position but rather ensuring 
their right to take part like any other citizen.”

Almost all participants, including leaders of political parties that participated in the 
study, believe in the importance of women’s participation in the governance and 
democratic system of the country. They support their arguments mainly from two 
points: first, in order to ensure the inclusiveness of policies, plans, and implementations 
of activities, it is important to have a fair and inclusive representation of the community. 
Second, as Ethiopian citizens, women and vulnerable groups have the right to actively 
participate and influence policies and procedures that affect their lives. One of the 
participants reflected on this as:

“The right of women and persons with disabilities to participate and take decision-
making positions should not be questionable. Though they are discriminated against, 
women make up 51% of the population, whereas close to 10% of Ethiopians live with 
disabilities. A governance system that does not consider the needs and interests of 
almost 60% of the population cannot attend to development.”

Most of the participants in the study also believe that service provisions will improve, 
and the practice of corruption will decrease as more women join the governance system.

2.5. Organizational Culture:
In the effort to enhance the number of women leaders, it is important to consider 
organizational culture. A significant number of aspiring women are young mothers 
who are pregnant, breastfeeding, or with little children who still need their care and 
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support. In order for these women to be effective within their respective organizations 
and be leaders, they need a system that addresses their interests and needs. For this 
reason, it is very important to manage the challenges related to unpaid care work. This 
was pointed out by one of the participants as follows:

“It might seem that women’s political participation and unpaid care work are unrelated 
topics. But how can a woman have time to empower herself and participate in a 
leadership position in the absence of a system that supports her in child-caring, 
cooking, and household chores? Otherwise, by putting the women in leadership, we 
are adding to her burden rather than giving her the opportunity to lead and be a voice 
for the voiceless.”

For the women who are educated and working in different sectors, there needs to 
be a system that acknowledges and supports their contribution. Most government 
institutions at the federal and regional levels lack the organizational culture that 
encourages women to aspire to and take on leadership positions. For instance, those 
who are in leadership positions are expected to work late evenings and weekends. 
There are also few institutions that have family and daycare support systems in place. 
The working environment and culture also fail to include the interests of women 
and vulnerable groups. It was pointed out by participants that women in leadership 
positions have to carry their little children to meeting rooms as there is no support 
system in place to accommodate their needs. Similarly, meeting rooms and locations 
hardly consider the needs of people with disabilities.

In this regard, the Ethiopia Civil Service Law provides better opportunities for family-
friendly spaces, it provides maternal leave, and obliges government institutions to 
have breastfeeding spaces within their premises. For instance, during the study, it 
was pointed out by participants from the House of Federation about the absence of a 
breastfeeding corner for working mothers. Unfortunately, there are still few institutions 
that do not consider the need to have breastfeeding space as a good contributing factor 
for working mothers, despite the requirement by law.

One of the obligations of democratic institutions such as the Ethiopian Human Rights 
Commission is to follow up on the implementation of laws and identify legal gaps 
that are impacting parts of the community. Hence, considering the multi-dimensional 
impact of unpaid care work, it should give it due attention and priority.

2.6. Selection Process:
The process of candidate recruitment and nomination is one of the most important steps 
that ensure the participation of women and vulnerable groups in the governance and 
democratic system. There is no clear standard and requirement for how political parties 
should nominate and the number of women they should select. Though Proclamation 
No. 1162/2019 requires political parties to have women members, it gives autonomy 
to political parties in terms of assigning them to decision-making positions and their 
rank within the party.

In most of the political parties, the selection of women for leadership positions is not 
merit-based but depends on loyalty to the political party and ensuring diversity such 
as ethnicity. In some regions, such as Somali, the selection depends on the Traditional 
Tribal System. Given the deep-rooted patriarchy, no tribe wants to be represented 
by a woman. During the study, it was pointed out that most tribes do not prefer to 
nominate strong and critical women. For this reason, there is a great need to empower 
the women who have been selected through this system.
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On the other hand, in some regions such as Amhara, when nominating and selecting 
individuals for the governance and democratization system, there is a strong tendency 
to nominate female-headed households. Such practice is done not only in rural areas 
but men in leadership positions also refuse their partners (wives) to take part in such 
systems.

2.7. The Path to Leadership:
The level of education, decision-making power, financial status, and access to assets 
are powerful predictors of women’s and vulnerable groups’ political representation in 
a country. Given the underprivileged position of these groups in terms of education, 
decision-making power, and economic resources, it is natural to expect weak 
participation in leadership and the political system. Most women are burdened with 
household chores and lack the time to empower themselves to enjoy the various 
opportunities and benefits as citizens.

Looking at the multi-dimensional challenges faced by women already in leadership, it 
is challenging for women and vulnerable groups to aspire to and take on leadership 
roles. During the study, it was pointed out that, though many women aspire to take 
leadership positions, they do not have mentors and coaches who can show and share 
their lived experiences in leadership. There is also a significant fear of how to balance 
life (as mothers and wives) and a leadership position.

Besides being excluded from national services and opportunities, women and vulnerable 
groups face discrimination through a patriarchal system that associates the worth of 
a woman with being a wife and a mother. The cultural and social structure hardly 
recognizes and appreciates women who take on roles in decision-making positions and 
actively participate in leadership. There is a strong belief that women are supposed to 
be led and not lead. This has created a negative impact on women’s inclusion within 
their households as well as within the community. For instance, despite there being 
significant numbers of women in the Amhara region, most of them resign as their 
partners (husbands) do not accept, or they become excluded from society. Through this 
process, a significant number of women end up in divorce on their way to leadership. 
This has become one of the big challenges in the effort to cultivate and encourage 
young women to aspire for leadership.

It also needs to be stressed that the path to leadership requires continuous and 
multi-dimensional effort. It was pointed out by participants that the discussion about 
women’s participation in leadership should not be limited only to the election period 
but should be a continuous discussion point across different government structures 
and sectors.

2.8. Staying in Power and Motivating Others:
Based on a 2020 study conducted by UN Women that examines the status of women’s 
leadership in Ethiopia, leaders were asked to what degree they considered their 
success to be attributed to working with women leaders. It is interesting that 56.0% of 
leaders agreed that their success as a leader could be attributed to their experiences 
working with women leaders. More specifically, 66.6% of female leaders and 46% of 
male leaders agreed with this statement, thus emphasizing the importance of having 
women in leadership positions as role models for other leaders, both male and female.

For women leaders who make it to decision-making positions, there needs to be a 
system that continuously supports and empowers them. The challenges faced by 
women do not stop when they reach leadership positions; even worse, they face high 
expectations and biased attitudes. The experience of the Amhara region is a good 
example; a significant number of women join regional leadership positions; however, 
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most of them drop out as it is very challenging to stay in power and balance their lives.

Regarding Persons with Disabilities (PWDs), there are very few individuals in leadership 
positions that are considered as role models and motivate others. However, the lack 
of forums and networks has limited them from advocating, coaching, and mentoring 
others in a systematic and planned manner. One approach could be to design/establish 
a forum (network) in which PWDs will coach, mentor, and empower each other.

Noting the challenges faced by women in leadership positions, the regional government 
has established a network in which women in decision-making positions come together 
to discuss their challenges and what should be done. The network is not limited only 
to civil servants or members of political parties but also includes academicians and 
professionals working in the private sector. Such networks should be taken as good 
examples and duplicated in other regions as well.

Recognizing these challenges, there needs to be a continuous support system. For 
instance, UN Women in collaboration with CARE-Ethiopia supports networking and 
mentorship programs for women in leadership positions. Through that programme, 
women share their experiences, motivations, and coping mechanisms with each other. 
This has helped a significant number of women to be effective in their positions and to 
be good role models.

Another good practice that can be scaled up to other regions is the establishment of 
the Women’s Leadership Center in Bahir Dar. The center aims to empower aspiring 
leaders and women already in decision-making positions to take on and be effective in 
leadership positions.

The other equally important issue for women to stay in power is the attitude and view 
of family members and the community. After joining decision-making positions, most 
women face a career-life balance challenge. There are significant numbers of women 
who have ended their marriages after joining leadership positions. This calls for the 
need to work with family members and the community to accept and support women 
who are joining leadership positions.

2.9. Male Engagement:
The effort to bring women into leadership positions needs to be supported by a strong 
male-engagement system. Currently, men often serve as the ultimate decision-makers 
in most households, communities, government and non-governmental institutions, and 
political parties. Besides being allies for gender equality, men can also be advocates 
and champions for change.

Based on the findings of the Assessment, there are very few initiatives that acknowledge 
the critical role men can play in achieving gender equality in the governance system. 
Often, there is a misconception that the issue of women’s leadership should focus 
solely on women and neglects to consider men as allies for a common goal.

In this regard, the Amhara Women, Children, and Youth initiative in cooperation with 
UN Women is worth mentioning. With the aim to encourage male engagement, it 
organizes community dialogue forums at the grassroots level. In this program, women 
take on roles in community dialogues while male figures participate and acknowledge 
the importance of entertaining diverse ideas.
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2.10. Capacities to integrate Gender and Social Inclusion issues:
When considering the capacity of institutions to integrate gender and social 
inclusiveness issues into their day-to-day activities, the focus mainly rests on the 
capacity and presence of a focal person, the availability of budget, and the level of 
knowledge and skill to integrate the issue.

Based on the findings of the Assessment , the majority of democratic institutions 
have a focal person working on gender issues. However, this seems to decrease at 
the Regional level. Most of these professionals deal only with gender issues and 
have limited or no experience in integrating disability and other vulnerable groups. In 
this regard, the practice of the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission (EHRC) is worth 
mentioning as a good example. The institution has assigned specific professionals to 
manage gender equality issues and disability rights at the federal and regional levels.

In terms of integrating gender and social inclusiveness issues, the understanding 
within most organizations is limited to gathering sex-disaggregated data and fails to 
establish a strong system that ensures the mainstreaming of the issue in all activities. 
For this reason, most training, research, and monitoring activities lack a strong gender 
and social integration element. Some of the reasons include a low level of knowledge 
and skill on how to integrate gender and social issues practically and the misconception 
that gender issues are solely the responsibility of the gender focal person.

One of the big challenges faced by gender and social inclusion departments are 
budgetary constraints.  At the federal and regional levels, within various sectorial 
gender departments, there is a high shortage of budget that discourages and limits 
professionals from functioning effectively. Compared to other institutions, the Gender, 
Children, and Youth Affairs sector receive the least minimum budget, which directly 
impacts its capacity.

The lead responsibility for advancing the rights of persons with disabilities in Ethiopia 
is vested in the Minister of Women and Social Affairs. The institution has the mandate 
to coordinate disability issues at the federal level, provide policy guidance, and offer 
technical support to other organs of the state. The other main ministries involved 
in disability policy and programme implementation are the Ministries of Health and 
Education.

The Ministry of Education is responsible for implementing Ethiopia’s mainstreaming 
approach to education for children with disabilities. The Ministry of Health is responsible 
for providing general health services to persons with disabilities along with the rest of 
the population, but there appears to be little specific focus on disability within health 
policies. According to Proclamation No. 691/2010, which defines the Powers of the 
Executive Organs of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, other ministries are 
also required to take responsibility for mainstreaming disability into their respective 
areas of work. In addition, civil society plays a major role in financing and delivering 
services for persons with disabilities in all areas of social welfare.

Despite all the legal provisions and institutional arrangements in place, the attainment 
of the rights of persons with disabilities remains a major concern. At a broad level, the 
Ethiopian Human Rights Commission and the Institution of the Ombudsman have the 
mandate to monitor the protection and advancement of human rights in the country.
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2.11. Commitment and Accountability:
In order to challenge and change the deep-rooted bias towards women and vulnerable 
groups, organizations should be committed to realizing equality. This commitment can 
be inferred by examining the various steps taken by institutions.

Besides failing to prioritize gender and vulnerability-related issues and allocate 
sufficient budgets, most organizations have not conducted assessments to identify 
their strengths and weaknesses. Assessments such as gender audits demonstrate an 
institution’s commitment and eagerness to identify its gaps and address them in a 
timely manner. Except for a few organizations such as the Ethiopian Human Rights 
Commission, the House of Peoples Representatives, Ethiopian Media Authority, and 
the National Election Board, most organizations have not conducted gender audits.

Similar challenges are also identified within most political parties. Although most of 
them have women members, they hardly give women decision-making roles within 
their structures. They also lack internal policies that demonstrate their commitment 
and strategy to promote gender and inclusiveness as critical issues that must be 
addressed.

The problem worsens when it comes to the inclusiveness of people with disabilities. 
It was identified during the study that the issue of social inclusiveness beyond gender 
issues is new to most of them, and they have very limited knowledge and skills on 
how to integrate the issue within their mandate. Few institutions such as NEWA and 
UWECA have tried to integrate the interests of persons with disabilities by publishing 
and distributing legal instruments in braille. There are also positive initiatives in using 
sign language in meetings to disseminate information for individuals with hearing 
impairments. The very few institutions that strive to work towards social inclusiveness 
are challenged by the absence of materials in the market. For instance, it was difficult 
for the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission to obtain stairs symbols with tactile 
wording and braille.

The commitment of institutions can also be inferred by looking at the level of integration 
within their organization’s routine activities. One of the good examples in this regard is 
the Federal Ombudsman. The institution accepts a large number of complaints every 
day. Considering the urgency and the multiple burdens faced by women and vulnerable 
groups, it has assigned a separate division that prioritizes and provides timely decisions 
for cases related to women, children, persons with disabilities, and the elderly.

Most institutions and professionals lack commitment to integrate gender issues 
because there is no system in place to hold them accountable. Starting from the 
planning, monitoring, and evaluation of activities, the integration of gender and social 
inclusiveness issues seems to be a soft and non-mandatory topic. In job descriptions, 
it is only stated as the responsibility of the gender focal person and not with other 
professionals. Thus, integrating gender issues by all professionals has become 
voluntary rather than mandatory.
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2.12. Policy Dialogues and Consultations:
Policy dialogues, community consultations, and awareness creation sessions are some 
of the methods used to advocate for women’s participation in leadership positions. 
Generally speaking, there are a limited number of policy dialogues conducted 
periodically at the national and regional levels. Most of these dialogues happen when 
the time for elections is approaching. Unfortunately, gender and inclusiveness issues 
are hardly considered as the focus of these discussions. For the first time in Ethiopia, 
one policy dialogue funded by UN Women was held in 2019.

The practice of community consultation and awareness creation programs also seems 
to be very limited. Among others, The Federal and Regional Justice Offices, Universities, 
Ethics and Anti-Corruption Commission have the responsibility to create awareness on 
ethics, legal, and human rights issues, including women’s and vulnerable groups’ rights. 
Nevertheless, due to budget constraints, most of these institutions do not operate as 
expected.

A good example in this regard can be the virtual discussions held by NEWA on a regular 
basis and the community conversations supported by UN Women and CARE-Ethiopia 
in  Amhara Region. With regards to PWDs, there is almost no continuous forum in 
which the interests and issues of PWDs will be discussed. One of the key intervention 
areas for upcoming projects would be to establish and support such kinds of specific 
forums.

2.13. Use of Technology:
The numbers of free call centers by the major democratic institutions have improved the 
accessibility of services. These free call centers provide service seekers with the ability 
to report corruption, human rights violations, and cases related to maladministration. 
This is particularly important for women and vulnerable groups as it minimizes 
the burden of travel and writing formal reports. It also saves time and energy for 
professionals as well as for service seekers. However, given the low status of most 
women and vulnerable groups in the country, it is doubtful if most of them are aware of 
this service and if they have access to it. National statistics on access to technologies, 
such as access to mobile phones, show that most women have no access to mobile 
phones, which will have an impact on their use of free call centers.

As part of women’s empowerment to leadership, it is important to equip women with 
digital literacy. They need to have the important skills on how to use and influence 
through the different media and technologies available. It has also been observed 
that with the use of media, there is an increase in online harassment towards women 
leaders, and there needs to be a system to monitor and take measures.

Technologies contribute significantly to lowering the burden and increasing the 
accessibility of services for PWDs. Most of the technology items need to be imported 
to Ethiopia and have to pass through heavy tax systems. One of the advocacy measures 
that should be undertaken by PWDs groups and projects working on these issues is to 
identify such kinds of barriers and advocate for change.

2.14. The Role of Media and Civil Societies:
Through their advocacy and awareness-raising campaigns, CSOs sensitize citizens and 
create momentum for legislated and constitutional reforms. These groups also play 
an active role in building the capacity of prospective candidates and assessing GESI 
gaps. Most civil societies try to integrate the issue of gender and inclusiveness into 
their routine activities. However, only a few of them have specific projects and activities 
focused on women and leadership issues.
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Due to the pre-existing legal environment that limits the operational capacity of civil 
societies, most of them do not have the budget, human resources, and skills to integrate 
gender and social inclusiveness issues. Almost all the civil societies who took part in 
the study have expressed their limitation in capacity and the need for support.

Gender equality and equality of all voices are intrinsic to freedom of expression. 
Studies have repeatedly shown that women’s voices make up less than one-quarter 
of those whose views and voices are heard in the news media. This “silent censorship” 
has given rise to a global gender and media movement demanding gender equality “in 
and through the media.”

The Ethiopia Media Authority (EMA) has taken positive steps to ensure the integration 
of women and social inclusiveness issues within media houses. With the support of 
UN Women, the EMA has revised its media registration requirements and included 
provisions that request media houses to allocate programs and airtime to issues of 
gender and social inclusiveness. Though this is a step forward, it needs continuous 
monitoring and follow-up to check the actual implementation.

With regards to the issue of PWDs, the Federation of Ethiopian National Associations 
of Persons with Disabilities is currently serving the national monitoring committee in 
the position of general secretary. The involvement of the Federation was visible in the 
public consultation process of the five-year Growth and Transformation Plan of the 
country. Disability-specific workshops were organized to include disability concerns in 
the plan. However, most CSOs working on PWDs’ issues are constrained by financial 
issues.

Similar to the experiences of CSOs, media houses also lack the required human 
resources and budget to ensure the integration of gender issues and social inclusion in 
programs. In this regard, there are a few UN agencies that support the media authority 
by providing capacity-building training and developing a gender-sensitive monitoring 
system. Nevertheless, most of this support is project-specific and not continuous.
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Conclusion:
Gender Equity and Social Inclusion (GESI) recognizes that, in addition to women, other groups 
of people are also vulnerable and often excluded from development opportunities and 
decision-making. This can include children and youth, the elderly, people with disabilities, 
and those living in remote and underserviced areas. As such, the GESI approach seeks to 
ensure that all excluded people have equal opportunities to realize their full potential and to 
contribute to and benefit from development efforts.

Women and vulnerable groups face discrimination through a patriarchal system that 
associates a woman’s worth with being a wife and a mother. On the other hand, there is 
a misconception that activities aimed at improving the status of persons with disabilities 
(PWDs) are charity rather than a duty (a human rights issue). The cultural and social structure 
hardly recognizes and appreciates women and vulnerable groups who take on roles in 
decision-making positions and actively participate in leadership positions. There is a strong 
belief that women and persons with disabilities are supposed to be passive and not lead.

However, without greater representation of women and vulnerable groups in parliamentary 
and executive positions, as well as in the judiciary, it is difficult to achieve participatory, 
accountable, and transparent governance, which can ensure the political, cultural, social, 
and economic priority goals of the wider society. Despite the challenges, the status of 
women and vulnerable groups in Ethiopia and the opportunities available to them have seen 
improvement in recent years. The emergence of Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and the 
improving media environment have played a significant role.

Ethiopia has ratified numerous international instruments and passed laws that aim to 
protect the rights of women and vulnerable groups. Relevant government institutions are 
also assigned to ensure and monitor the implementation of these laws. However, there is 
a significant gap between laws and practice due to a lack of capacity, human resources, 
commitment, and financial resources. There are no clear directives or guidelines for advancing 
gender equality and inclusiveness in leadership and decision-making processes.

The effort to promote social inclusion requires a deliberate process of encompassing and 
welcoming excluded groups in society. It also calls for removing explicit and implicit barriers, 
as well as taking active inclusionary steps to facilitate the participation of women and 
vulnerable groups in the governance system. It has been pointed out that most projects and 
social inclusion initiatives in Ethiopia fail to include the needs and interests of people with 
disabilities.
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Recommendations:
Based on the identified gender/inclusion gaps, the following possible actions are proposed. 

How to Address the Proposed Solutions

There is a need to establish a multi-stakeholder working group that mainly focuses on and 
works on GESI issues in governance and the democratic system.

There is a high demand for capacity building, but not in the usual mechanism. Rather than 
providing training by external professionals, capacity building programs should try to use 
professionals from other institutions such as academicians or experts from other stakeholders. 
Such a system strengthens working togetherness, cultivates a sense of ownership, and 
enhances the capacity of experts.

There is a need to design a strategy for male engagement at different levels of project 
implementation. This is particularly important for activities related to gender issues, as it 
will promote and ensure sustainability.

With regards to including the interests of people with disabilities, there should be guidelines 
that inform project officers to ensure meeting places and materials are selected and designed 
considering their needs. It is also important to consider the needs of mothers with little 
children when calling them for meetings.

Before conducting capacity-building programs, organizations should conduct capacity 
assessments to understand their strengths and gaps. All capacity-building activities should 
use the assessment as a starting point.

It is important for the project to have a guiding manual on gender and social inclusion issues. 
The manual will guide how to integrate these issues into routine activities such as developing 
Terms of Reference, conducting research, organizing training, and conducting monitoring 
visits.

In the implementation of activities, the different contexts of the regions need to be taken into 
account. Hence, project implementation should be designed to accommodate flexibility, as 
there is variation in culture, the level of empowerment, and religious values.

In order to ensure the sustainability of gender and inclusiveness activities, it is important 
to integrate them within the institution’s major documents and plans. This includes human 
resource manuals, internal working environment documents, and job descriptions of individual 
professionals.
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