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preparation may undermine women’s cred-
ibility and impact in local councils; unregu-
lated campaign finances and lack of access to 
funding affect women’s participation as candi-
dates; laws protecting women against polit-
ical and electoral violence are inadequately 
enforced and monitored; a persisting patri-
archal culture and the prevailing values tend 
to perpetuate the view of women as mothers, 
wives and caretakers, impacting their chances 
to get engaged in politics; political parties are 
resistant to promote women as candidates 
and their access to high-level decision-making 
positions within the party; violence targeting 
female candidates and women in politics is a 
major deterrent to their engagement in the 
public sphere; and media portrayal of women 
contributes to undermining their credibility 
as candidates, leaders and decision-makers.

To address the systemic gender-divide affect-
ing the political environment of Sri Lanka, a 
number of complementary measures have 
been identified and elaborated in the last 
section of this paper. According to most inter-
locutors as well as the lesson learnt from other 
countries’ experience, legal reform alone may 
not be sufficient to ensure increased participa-
tion of women in politics. This is for two main 
reasons: 

Executive Summary

This policy paper provides an overview of the 
main achievements and obstacles related to 
women’s political participation in Sri Lanka. 
It assesses the existing regulatory provisions 
on this matter as well as the social, political, 
economic and cultural constraints which 
affects women’s engagement in formal politics. 
The document also formulates recommenda-
tions to improve the representation of women 
in politics in Sri Lanka, including recommen-
dations related to legislation and policies on 
women’s participation1. 

Although some progress was recorded in rela-
tion to women’s participation in politics and 
public life in Sri Lanka, desk and legal review 
as well as consultations with stakeholders 
revealed a number of persisting obstacles, 
namely: the legal and policy framework is not 
conducive and substantial reform would be 
required to address the existing shortcomings;
no quota system is in place to increase women’s 
representation at national level and quota 
provisions for provincial councils are at risk 
of being repealed; lack of training and 

1. The paper adopted a three-pronged methodology of 
analysis based on desk and literature review, legal anal-
ysis as well as interviews and joint consultations with 
a variety of national stakeholders which included civil 
society organisations active in the field of women’s rights, 
academics and researchers, media and party represen-
tatives. Two independent international and national ex-
perts on women’s political representation jointly carried 
out this assignment. The paper was reviewed by Democ-
racy Reporting International (DRI) staff. 
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This section has also not been able provide 
protection for women against some customary 
practices. For example, a woman civil servant 
will not be appointed as the District Secretory 
of Kandy District as she is not allowed to attend 
duties related to the temple of tooth. Sri Lanka’s 
ICCPR Act should be amended to ensure proper 
implementation of international obligations 
related to women’s civil, political and cultural 
rights. Tailored regulation, in line with inter-
national principles for freedom of expression 
and anti-discrimination, could be introduced 
to address online harassment, cyberbullying 
and violence against women. Intermediate 
and complementary strategies such as forms of 
co-regulation may be considered. Traditional 
and social media monitoring initiatives could be 
organised to retrieve data on the nature and the 
extent of the phenomenon as well as to identify 
extra-legal responses. 

Electoral regulation: consideration may be 
given to implement the existing provincial elec-
tions quota and a constitutionally guaranteed 
quota system could be introduced at the national 
level. Introduction of campaign finance laws 
and regulations may be considered as the pres-
ent unregulated environment further hampers 
women’s ability to campaign and be elected. 

Policy measures: consideration may be given to 
plan and implement a comprehensive national 
machinery to empower women in the public 
sphere which would be essential to address visi-
ble and invisible barriers to women’s partici-
pation. Specifically, law enforcement agencies 
should be trained on how to deal with cases of 
gender-based political and electoral violence and 
create a safe environment for victims. Access 
to justice for women victims of such violence 
should be facilitated law-enforcement agen-
cies should be committed to gender-sensitiv-
ity, non-discrimination and respect for women. 
Other initiatives could address the deficits in the 
experience and the skills observed for women 
elected in local councils.

1) The phenomenon of the gender-divide in 
politics is multi-layered and not merely based 
on legal considerations. Rather, deeper soci-
etal, cultural and economic factors have an 
impact on women’s political empowerment. 
These extra-regulatory barriers need to be 
addressed too, so to ensure the effectiveness 
and impact of the legal measures adopted. It 
is then crucial to embrace a holistic approach 
to address different aspects undermining 
women’s chances to engage in the public 
sphere.

2) A variety of stakeholders are needed to 
effectively tackle the obstacles to women’s 
participation and create a common platform 
of shared values and objectives: politicians, 
parties, national institutions, civil society or-
ganisations and academia all need to engage 
in the effort to advance women’s presence 
and role in politics.

Priority recommendations emerging from 
the analysis include:

Constitutional and legal measures: the former 
should be aligned with Article 1 of the CEDAW 
and with the ICCPR, while other national laws 
could be revised to be fully compliant with 
Article 2 of the CEDAW and other international 
instruments. The non-discrimination guaranteed 
by Article 12 (2) of the Constitution of Sri Lanka 
needs to be further strengthened to ensure 
equal treatment of both men and women and 
to prevent direct or indirect discrimination. In 
particular, this section does not adequately cover 
gender discrimination in the political sphere 
since those are not considered as executive or 
administrative acts. Similarly, it is not applicable 
to the private sector too.  Furthermore, it covers 
only discrimination based on sex which refers to 
biological and physical inequalities and not the 
gender-based discriminations. 
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1. Background

Sri Lanka has reached a number of achieve-
ments in terms of human development indi-
cators concerning women; however, since 
the country’s independence, their presence 
in political organisations and institutions as 
well as in elected offices has been extremely 
limited. According to the Global Gender Gap 
Index of 2021, Sri Lanka ranks 116 out of the 
150 countries observed and 90 in terms of 
political empowerment of women.2  This nega-
tive trend is also reflected in the world classi-
fication published by the Inter Parliamentary 
Union where Sri Lanka ranked 178 out of 184 
countries in women’s participation in politics 
in 2021.3 At the regional level, Sri Lanka falls 
far behind other South Asian countries in 
terms of women’s parliamentary representa-
tion, including Bangladesh (98th place), Nepal 
(43rd), India (146th) and Pakistan (106th). All 
these have implemented women’s quotas at 
parliamentary level.4

In stark contrast, women make up more than 
half of the Sri Lankan electorate, but they are 
under-represented in decision-making posi-
tions.5 In the 2019 presidential election, out 
of 35 contestants there was only one woman 
candidate. For the 2020 parliamentary elec-
tions the five largest political parties nomi-
nated only 59 women out of 1,082 candidates 
they registered (around 5.5 per cent). Only 
12 seats were won by women, representing 
around 5.4 per cent of the elected candidates.6  

2. World Economic Forum, Global gender gap Index 
2021. Available at: http://www3.weforum.org/docs/
WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf. 

3. Data available at: https://data.ipu.org/women-rank-
ing?month=6&year=2021.

4. Global data on national Parliament https://data.ipu.
org/women-averages.

5. While women make up 52% of the population in Sri 
Lanka, they represent 56% of the total electorate. 

6. Yeheliya Foundation, Crossing Diyawannawa, A 
guide to increase female representation in Sri Lankan 
politics, 2021 

Self-regulatory measures: political parties may 
consider adopting internal procedures based 
on international principles for democracy and 
human rights, including internal transparency 
measures for candidate nomination, internal 
party democracy, forms of financial and material 
support for women candidates and gender action 
plans. These may enhance women’s role within 
parties and attract new women members. 

Extra-regulatory measures: other initiatives 
could be considered given the multi-faceted 
nature of the problem of women’s underrepre-
sentation. A comprehensive strategy of advo-
cacy and capacity building may allow to advance 
women’s presence and role in elections and 
political life in Sri Lanka. Support activities and 
exchange networks for women in politics may 
be established so to foster the skills and ability 
of female candidates and elected women while 
promoting exchanges of good practices and 
experiences. 
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A new Women Parliamentarian Caucus was 
formed in 2020 with the aim to increase the 
representation of women both in the national 
parliament and in the general political sphere.10  
It has made a submission to the parliament 
select committee on electoral reforms to 
increase women’s representation at all three 
levels of policy-making, along with other elec-
toral reforms. According to some interlocutors, 
while the Caucus represents an encouraging 
initiative to support women’s rights, for it to be 
effective, members will need to closely work 
both across party lines and within their respec-
tive parties to advance a more gender-sensi-
tive system. In particular, members of the 
Caucus pointed out that women have not 
been given adequate representation in various 
parliamentary committees and other bodies 
appointed by the executive. For instance, the 
Parliament Select Committee on Electoral 
Reforms, which is composed of 15 members, 
includes only one woman, who is also the cabi-
net minister in charge of the present Covid-19 
health crisis and therefore extremely occupied 
with this emergency. Interlocutors from the 
Caucus insisted on the necessity of increas-
ing the committee membership at least by five 
female members to reach a critical mass of 
women within the body.

The under-representation of women in poli-
tics and elected offices is in stark contrast to 
Sri Lanka’s commitment under public inter-
national law. Sri Lanka has ratified the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR) in 1980. Article 25 guarantees the 
rights of all citizens to “take part in the conduct 
of public affairs” and “to vote and to be elected 
at genuine periodic elections which shall be by 
universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by 
secret ballot, guaranteeing the free expression 
of the electors.”

10. The first Women Parliamentarian Caucus was 
formed in 2006 in the 6th parliament and it was re-es-
tablished in 2010. 

The same under-representation exists at the 
government and the provincial level: only one 
cabinet minister, out of 27, is a woman and 
there are just two women as state ministers 
out of 40 members.7 Of all councillors in the 
nine provincial councils, only four per cent are 
women. The gender divide is also reflected in 
appointments made by the present executive 
which downgraded the ministry for women’s 
affairs to a state ministry and enlarged its 
mandate to include child development, 
pre-school and primary education, school 
infrastructure and other education services. 
A man was appointed as state minister for this 
office. 

In 2016, Sri Lanka’s passed a 25 percent 
women’s quota for local elections through 
the Local Authorities (Amendment) Act, No. 1, 
amended in 2017 by Act No.16. This measure, 
which responded to a constitutional mandate 
for affirmative action, enabled the access of a 
critical mass of women to local governments. 
The number of women elected was more than 
2,500 (of whom 535 were directly elected in the 
first-past-the-post system and the rest nomi-
nated to the proportional representation seats) 
representing 30 per cent of all elected candi-
dates.8  Despite the increased representation 
in numbers, the role of women in local elected 
bodies is impeded by several obstacles, which 
will be discussed in the next section.9  

7. https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/the-
25-percent-quota-women-in-sri-lankan-politics/.

8.  In Sri Lankan Election language, there are two types 
of members in the Local Government Authorities. Peo-
ple elected from wards based on first-past-the-post sys-
tem which are called elected members and members 
who are nominated by party secretaries based on the 
quota calculated according to total number vote re-
ceived by each party (proportional representation). 
These are called appointed members.  Also note that in 
Sri Lanka the term councils refers to provincial coun-
cils, while Local Government Authorities is the term 
commonly used for Pradeshiya Sabha, Urban Councils 
and Municipalities.  

9. Yeheliya Foundation, op. cit. 
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However, the question is not merely how 
many women are in politics or elected offices 
but also how they can make a difference in 
decision-making processes related to public 
affairs: greater women’s participation is cru-
cial to ensure substantive equality as well as 
gender-sensitivity in public policies. In ad-
dition, women in Sri Lanka have attained 
considerable accomplishments in education, 
society and professional life and they can 
advance new visions and views which have 
the potential to contribute to the country’s 
development. Several studies demonstrated 
that women in politics are more cooperative 
and less prone to corruption.12

From this perspective, enhanced women’s 
presence in public institutions could contrib-
ute to decrease polarisation and foster good 
governance. Finally, women in politics can 
serve as role models for girls, who may be in-
centivised to engaging in public and political 
life. 

Against this background it is crucial to iden-
tify root causes hindering women’s partic-
ipation in elections and in politics and to 
provide recommendations and strategies to 
overcome such obstacles. Civil society organi-
sations, academics and researchers as well as 
politicians have voiced their concern about 
the systemic under-representation of women 
in elected offices and decision-making posi-
tions and have urged a number of corrective 
measures to address the gender divide in pol-
itics. 

12. F. Boehm, Are men and women equally corrupt? 
Chr. Michelsen Institute U4 Brief, 2015. C. Jha – S. Sa-
rangi, Do women in power have an impact on corrup-
tion?, 2015. Available at: https://www.theigc.org/blog/
do-women-in-power-have-an-impact-on-corruption/
E. H. Sung, Fairer sex or faired system?  Gender and 
corruption revisited, Social Forces, vol. 82, no. 2, 2003, 
pp. 703–723. D. Dollar, R. Fisman, R. Gatti, Are women 
really the “fairer” sex? Corruption and women in gov-
ernment, Journal of Economic Behavior & Organiza-
tion, Volume 46, Issue 4, 2001, Pages 423-429.

According to the ICCPR no discrimination 
on the basis of sex is permitted in the exer-
cise of the rights to vote and to participate 
in public life. In 1981 Sri Lanka has also rati-
fied the Convention on the Elimination of all 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CE-
DAW) which attributes a positive obligation 
on States to take all appropriate measures to 
end women’s discrimination: “States Parties 
shall take all appropriate measures to elimi-
nate discrimination against women in the po-
litical and public life of the country and, in par-
ticular, shall ensure to women, on equal terms 
with men, the right: (a) To vote in all elections 
and public referenda and to be eligible for elec-
tion to all publicly elected bodies; (b) To partic-
ipate in the formulation of government policy 
and the implementation thereof and to hold 
public office and perform all public functions 
at all levels of government; (c) To participate 
in non-governmental organizations and asso-
ciations concerned with the public and politi-
cal life of the country.”

In Article 4, CEDAW promotes the adoption of 
temporary special measures aimed at accel-
erating de facto equality between men and 
women. 

In addition, Sri Lanka has incorporated the 
United Nations (UN) Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) into its national policy 
framework. SDG 5 aims to “ensure women’s 
full and effective participation and equal 
opportunities for leadership at all levels of 
decision-making in political, economic and 
public life”. One of the indicators the United 
Nations adopted as a benchmark for prog-
ress concerns the proportion of seats held 
by women in national parliaments and local 
governments.11 

11. UN, Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda 
for sustainable development, 2015. Available at: 
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda#:~:text=We%20re-
solve%2C%20between%20now%20and,protection%20
of%20the%20planet%20and.
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National laws and policies

The legal and policy framework is not 
conducive to women participation

Even though Article 12(2) of the Constitution of 
Sri Lanka states that no one shall be discrim-
inated on the grounds of race, religion, cast, 
sex, political opinion, place of birth or any 
other such grounds, it does not sufficiently 
provide for equality of women in politics. In 
the concluding observations on the eighth peri-
odic report of Sri Lanka, the Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women 
has underlined the inadequacy of the existing 
national legal framework to ensure women’s 
equal exercise of all rights. The Committee 
has also recommended to pursue sustained 
policies aimed at the promotion of women’s 
full and equal participation in decision-mak-
ing at the national and local levels.14  The legal 
and policy framework for women’s partici-
pation in elections and more broadly in poli-
tics has been assessed as largely deficient by 
a number of other national and international 
organisations, including the Asian Network for 
Free Elections (ANFREL), the EU, the National 
Democratic Institute (NDI) and the Interna-
tional Republican Institute (IRI). 

Besides legal shortcomings, there is a lack of 
systemic policies to promote women’s partic-
ipation in public life. The National Human 
Rights Action Plan for the period 2017-2021 
foresees actions to empower women, includ-
ing increasing their representation in both the 
parliament and provincial councils.15 

14. Concluding observations on the eighth periodic 
report of Sri Lanka https://digitallibrary.un.org/re-
cord/1286137?ln=en.

15. For additional references related to the action 
plan:  https://www.cpalanka.org/human-rights-com-
mitments-made-by-the-government-of-sri-lanka-and-
ways-forward and 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1q1NE4cD39E-
53TMn7Ew-bcFvgstjxCp5e/view

2. Analysis of the existing framework 
for women’s political participation 
in Sri Lanka

Main international/regional instruments 
and principles on women’s political partic-
ipation 

Human rights instruments to advance wom-
en’s political rights are weakly reflected in 
the national legislation 

Although being signatory to the ICCPR and the 
CEDAW, Sri Lanka has a dualist legal system 
whereby international treaties – including 
those pertaining to human rights – must be 
translated into enabling national legislation 
to have effect in front of national courts. As 
noted by the European Union Election Obser-
vation Mission (EU EOM) deployed for the 2019 
presidential elections, “Only some aspects of 
the ICCPR have been so incorporated in the 
national system and, on occasions, applied in 
an arbitrary manner. Consequently, there are 
important gaps in the law and in the implemen-
tation mechanisms for the adequate protection 
of international treaty commitments domesti-
cally”.13  

In particular, the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) Act, No. 56 of 
2007 does not include references to the prohi-
bition of discrimination in the exercise of citi-
zens’ political rights. In addition, CEDAW is 
not yet reflected in the national legal frame-
work and no independent treaty compliance 
body has been created in line with the conven-
tion. Some pieces of legislation – such as Arti-
cle 12(2) of the Constitution and amendments 
to the penal code against rape and related 
violence and prevention of domestic violence 
Act of 2005 – ensure partial compliance with 
the convention.

13. EU EOM 2020. Available at: https://www.eods.eu/
library/sl2019_final_report_24_january_2020.pdf.
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by the law, the said report was not referred 
to the review process within the required 
timeframe. Thus, the delimitation process has 
become a stumbling block to conduct provin-
cial elections. The current government has 
signalled that it will go back to the previous 
law with parliament’s approval and conduct 
elections. According to interlocutors, a return 
to the previous law could lead to losing the 25% 
quota for women and thus set back achieve-
ments on women’s representation. 

Many interlocutors stressed the need to 
introduce and implement quotas to increase 
women’s representation in elected offices, 
empower them, democratise institutions and 
promote women’s interests in the political 
debate and decision-making. However, they 
also noted that the introduction of quotas 
alone cannot address the issue of women’s 
under-representation in Sri Lanka politics and 
other complementary measures are to be iden-
tified and implemented. 

Good practices and success stories – 
electoral system and quotas

Taiwan has successfully combined reserved 
seats, candidate quotas, and party quota rules 
to boost the total number of women politicians 
in a mixed electoral system. Currently, 38% of 
legislative seats are held by women.
Not only did Taiwan’s quota system require 
women to be present on the parliament floor, 
but the competition for the female reserved 
seats pushed parties to invest more in female 
politicians. Just as importantly, gender quotas 
have a cumulative effect beyond the races they 
directly impact. 
(Source: Netina Tan, Quotas and non-quota 
strategies in East Asia, politics and gender, 
Cambridge University Press, 2015 and Rose 
Adams, How Taiwan’s gender quotas brought 
more women into office – and why we need 
more, 2021)

However, since the present government has 
withdrawn its commitment to the co-spon-
sored UN Human Rights Committee resolution 
30/1, it is not clear whether the present Human 
Rights Commission still has the responsibil-
ity of continuing its implementation.16  The 
Women’s Charter of 1993, which reflects the 
constitutional mandate for women’s equality, 
is a policy document with no legal force and 
no legal framework for equal opportunities is 
in place.17 

No quota system to increase women’s repre-
sentation at national level and quota provi-
sions for provincial councils risk being 
repealed

The legal framework for national elections 
does not include quota provisions. The Provin-
cial Council Elections (amendment) Act No. 17 
of 2017 has introduced a 25 per cent quota for 
women in provincial councils. Section 22(8) of 
the amendment Act delegates responsibility to 
the Election Commission to ensure the quota 
is met. However, provincial council elections 
have been delayed for several years due to the 
parliament’s non-approval of the boundary 
delimitation report. Following the rejection 
of the report and contrary to what is required 

16. The action plan was prepared by the previous Hu-
man Rights Commission under the then government 
to showcase the commitment of implementing UN 
resolution 30/1 of 2015. This concerns the promotion 
of reconciliation, accountability and human rights in 
Sri Lanka. The Committee adopted a new resolution in 
2019 extending for two years the period to implement 
the commitments of the resolution 30/1 which include: 
“establish a judicial mechanism with a special counsel 
to investigate allegations of violations and abuses of hu-
man rights and violations of international humanitarian 
law, as applicable; affirms that a credible justice process 
should include independent judicial and prosecutorial 
institutions led by individuals known for their integrity 
and impartiality; and also affirms in this regard the im-
portance of participation in a Sri Lankan judicial mech-
anism, including the special counsel’s office, of Common-
wealth and other foreign judges, defence lawyers and 
authorized prosecutors and investigators.” 

17.  In this regard, the alignment of Article 12(2) of the 
Constitution with the CEDAW may provide for a solid 
basis for additional legislative initiatives in the field of 
gender equality. 
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Lack of training and preparation may 
undermine women’s credibility and impact 
in local councils

While ensuring that a considerable number 
of women were elected for local councils, the 
implementation of the Local Authorities Act 
No.16 of 2017 presented several shortcom-
ings. In the north and north-east of Sri Lanka, 
15 councils did not comply with the quota 
requirement. In particular, two local coun-
cils were formed without any elected woman 
member and 13 others only had a very low 
percentage of elected women members. This 
is due to the exceptions provided in the act that 
when a party or list receives less than 20 per 
cent of the total votes or less than 3 seats, coun-
cils do not have to nominate a woman from the 
proportional representation list.18  The law also 
allowed parties to exercise complete discretion 
in the candidates’ nomination process result-
ing in selection of party members’ relatives 
as candidates, reinforcing “patronage politics 
whereby nominated women are relatives of 
existing politicians, a widows, daughters and 
wives syndrome”.19  In addition, the adopted 
quota system created a perceived “second 
class” independent group list and “carved out 
a secondary and weak space” just for women.20

  
Many interlocutors who are working in local 
governments stated that women who are 
elected based on proportional lists are called 
“Pin Manthree” (elected by luck) and they are 
degraded as inexperienced members. They are 
not provided with adequate time to speak in 

18. D. M. Dissanayake, Local governance empowered 
through women representation. Available at
https://elections.gov.lk/web/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/09/kathiraye-Balaya-2-1-Si.pdf

19. Ramona Vijeyarasa, Women’s absence in Sri Lank-
an politics: lessons on the effectiveness and limitations 
of quotas to address under-representation, Women’s 
Studies International Forum Volume 81, 2020. Avail-
able at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/
abs/pii/S0277539519304832

20.  Ramona Vijeyarasa, op. cit. 

India is a federal country with three levels 
of government – local, state, and national — 
and mandatory gender quotas were intro-
duced at the local level after constitutional 
amendments. The Indian policy experiment 
of mandatory gender quotas has not only 
increased female representation at the local 
government level, it has resulted in an increase 
in the proportion of women in state assem-
blies as well. This is a promising result because 
countries like India typically draw their pool of 
politicians from deeply entrenched networks 
resulting in “mediocre men” occupying posi-
tions of power. It is also fairly common for 
politicians involved in “money and muscle” 
networks to get elected at all levels of gover-
nance. Hence, the presence of women in 
legislatures with local government experi-
ence highlights two important things: one, 
the role that mandatory gender quotas have 
played in diversifying representation. Two, 
the strengthening of the democratic state due 
to the enabling of a democratic entry channel 
for women.
(Source: Varun Karekurve-Ramachandra, 
Gender quotas and upward political mobility 
in India, 2021).

New Zealand’s parliament has 58 female 
members out of a total of 120, representing 
nearly half of the assembly. The diversity in the 
New Zealand parliament can also be traced to 
the change in the electoral system of the coun-
try from a first past the post (FPTP) system to 
a mixed member proportional (MMP) system. 
While there are draw backs in this system, the 
MMP system has worked largely to provide 
more representation to women and minority 
groups in New Zealand.
(Source: Yeheliya Foundation, Crossing 
Diyawannawa, A guide to increase female 
representation in Sri Lanka Politics, 2021)
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Unregulated campaign finances and lack 
of access to funding affects women’s par-
ticipation as candidates

Women’s ability to run for office is hindered 
by a lack of access to campaign financing and 
the absence of a regulatory framework on this 
subject matter reinforces an uneven playing 
field where women are less likely to compete 
against their male counterparts. Women can-
didates dispose of less funding than men and 
they normally have less access to donors’ net-
works, politics being male-dominated.  In this 
regard, interlocutors noted that campaign fi-
nancing is another male-elite domain which 
becomes an additional structural barrier for 
women’s participation. Combined with the 
high cost of election campaigns, the lack of 
regulation substantially affects the chances 
for women to evenly compete with male can-
didates.21 

Good practices and success stories – 
campaign finance

In 2002 Panama’s electoral law was reformed 
to establish subsidies for political parties, of 
which 25% is earmarked for training activi-
ties and 10% for women’s training workshops 
and activities. El Partido Arnulfista (The Ar-
nulfista Party) went further, establishing in 
its internal statutes the designation of 30% 
of state subsidies to women’s political train-
ing. To achieve the goal stated in the electoral 
law, women may use these resources in fo-
rums, seminars, congress and other training 
activities that promote gender equity. 
(Source: Women’s Environment and Develop-
ment Organization, Global 50/50 Campaign - 
Get the Balance Right - Women Candidates 
and Campaign Finance, 2007)

21. DRI prepared a comprehensive overview of cam-
paign finance in Sri Lanka: Campaign finance in Sri Lan-
ka - Recommendations for effective implementation, 
2020. Available at: https://democracy-reporting.org/en/
office/sri-lanka/publications/sri-lanka-how-to-strength-
en-election-campaign-financing-regulations

council meetings or given due consideration 
for their proposals on development policies. 
Other crucial obstacles for elected women 
include weak support networks and a lack of 
experience in politics and public administra-
tion. Several interviewees noted that women 
elected in local councils cannot rely on support 
mechanisms to foster their skills and expertise, 
such as trainings or mentoring.

Good practices and success stories – 
support to women to access politics

Since 2015, the Women’s Leadership Insti-
tute Australia, Trawalla Foundation and the 
University of Melbourne have launched the 
Pathways to Politics Program for Women, a 
non-partisan programme aimed at increas-
ing women’s participation in politics. The 
programme focuses on providing skills and 
knowledge to successfully run for elected 
office, and to attain political leadership. 
(Source: https://government.unimelb.edu.
au/engagement/pathways-to-politics-pro-
gram-for-women#home)
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tion they bring in society, even within their 
families. The traditional view of women also 
hampers their ability to cultivate informal 
networks and take part in social events to 
build relations and where decisions are in-
formally made. Thus, in this context, women 
are often deprived of the time, financial re-
sources and social backing to enter politics. 

Furthermore, the support system for women 
willing and interested to access public offices 
is a privilege often based on class and fami-
ly status. Typically, there are elite-pathways 
to politics for women, determined either by 
their family status or their “celebrity” status. 
Also, politics is considered both a dangerous 
activity and a “dirty business” and women’s 
respectability risks being questioned if they 
get involved in politics. The widespread per-
ception of women as “non-political material” 
as well as the persistent male-oriented cul-
ture in politics result in voters less likely to 
vote for female candidates, thus further pre-
cluding their chances to run and to win. 

Religious leaders, who are influential in pol-
itics in Sri Lanka, are equally reluctant to ac-
cept women’s involvement in formal politics: 
either they have openly expressed their dis-
agreement or they have appeared unwilling 
to support women candidates during election 
campaigns.

Finally, although the education system in 
Sri Lanka is considered exemplary and girls 
receive the same education as boys, it does 
not challenge the patriarchal and traditional 
separation of gender norms and stereotypes. 
Rather it preserves them with girls being 
guided toward a domestic role and boys to 
the male culture of leadership.22

22. Sri Lanka has already attained the United Nations’ 
Millennium Development Goal for gender equality at 
all levels of education. Nonetheless, formal equality in 
education does not result in equal chances and repre-
sentation for girls and boys due to the different educa-
tional guidance provided.

Laws protecting women’s rights in politics 
are inadequately enforced and monitored
 
Many women active in politics are targets 
of political violence or sexual harassment as 
well as sexual extortion (often referred to as 
sextorsion). However, there are no support 
services for women accessing justice. There 
are lengthy delays in securing judicial deci-
sions for such cases and victims are not pro-
vided information on legal processes and 
their outcomes. Law-enforcement agencies 
lack gender-awareness with reported cases 
of police openly ill-treating women who com-
plain about violence or harassment, beating 
and sexually harassing them. This does not 
lead to an environment conducive to women 
claiming their rights to access to justice. 

3. Other factors hindering women’s 
political participation in Sri Lanka

In addition to legal and policy framework 
issues and lack of enforcement of existing 
legislation, a number of social, cultural and 
economic barriers de facto hamper women’s 
participation in election and politics. 

A patriarchal culture persists in Sri Lanka 
and the prevailing values tend to perpetu-
ate the view of women as mothers, wives 
and caretakers, impacting their chances to 
get engaged in politics

The patriarchal vision still permeating soci-
ety has quite a number of implications for 
women’s participation. First, there is still the 
dominant idea that the place for women is 
at home and their primary responsibility is 
to take care of their family. The double bur-
den for many women – who may have a pro-
fession and still are entirely responsible for 
household and family management – is an-
other factor preventing their engagement in 
the public sphere. There is also widespread 
underestimation of women and the contribu-
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positions by entrusting women leaders with  
organisation activities at district and local 
level.

Good practices and success stories – 
political parties

The initiatives and long-standing commit-
ment of the Maltese Labour Party and its 
women section, which helped enhance the 
party’s policy agenda, break stereotypes and 
promote women in politics. In particular, since 
the 90s. the party has adopted a multi-layered 
strategy to foster internal gender equality. The 
approach is based in quotas, party structures, 
capacity development and awareness-raising. 
It has introduced a voluntary 20% women’s 
quota on electoral lists and a 1/3 quota within 
its national executive, opened up its women’s 
section to men while running a training 
programme in Brussels.

Mandatory election quotas in Spain stimu-
lated positive shifts in the culture of political 
parties and resulted in steady increases in the 
presence of women among elected politicians.

The Croatian ‘pillar of shame’ (Stup Srama) 
campaign stimulates positive changes by 
attracting public attention to political parties 
that do not respect the legally required 40% 
electoral gender quota.

Successful advocacy actions by Dutch women 
associations challenging the exclusion of 
women from politics led to the abolishment 
of the discriminatory practice of a religious 
political party (SGP) preventing women from 
running for political office.

(Source: European Institute for Gender Equal-
ity - EIGE, Study on good practices Women 
in power and decision-making, Advancing 
women in political decision-making — way 
forward, 2015)

Political parties are resistant to promote 
women as candidates and their access to 
high-level decision-making positions with-
in the party

Despite several high-ranking women in po-
litical parties or government positions, polit-
ical parties generally have been reluctant to 
advance women’s representation both with-
in their internal structures and in the nom-
ination process. A patriarchal vision of gen-
der roles is still widespread within parties 
and the concept of parity between men and 
women is poorly understood and mostly im-
plemented as formal rather than substantive 
equality. 

Other challenges indicated by interlocutors 
include the limited internal democracy with-
in the parties, the lack of substantial support 
for women candidates and the absence of 
women in party leadership positions. Par-
ties have not promoted women as candidates 
and not adopted voluntary quota systems or 
other affirmative measures to foster wom-
en’s participation in elections and within the 
party structures. On the contrary, several in-
terlocutors stressed how the selection of can-
didates lacks transparency and tends to dis-
criminate women. 

Finally, despite most political parties in Sri 
Lanka having a women’s wing, this does not 
result in more women’s representation nor 
in more support of female candidates during 
elections.23 Likewise, these wings appear to 
have little actual impact on fostering par-
ticipation and advancing a gender-sensitive 
agenda. However, one interlocutor stated 
that one party has introduced measures to in-
crease women’s access to internal leadership 

23. See: Pujika Rathnayake, Women’s political repre-
sentation in Sri Lanka: leading towards prosperity or 
peril, 2017. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/323128600_Women’s_Political_Represen-
tation_in_Sri_Lanka_Leading_towards_Prosperity_or_
Peril.
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local elections reported widespread harass-
ment and threats.26 During the campaign for 
the 2020 parliamentary election, the Centre 
for Monitoring Election Violence (CMEV) not-
ed a rise in complaints about abuses target-
ing women and that, in several instances, the 
attacks came from within their own parties 
with the consequence that women were re-
luctant to complain against their own par-
ty leaders.27 Many interlocutors pointed out 
that long-delayed court processes of seeking 
justice against such violent acts has further 
weakened women’s protection against vio-
lence.28  

Media portrayal of women contributes 
to undermining their credibility as candi-
dates, leaders and decision-makers

Culture and information have an indispens-
able role to play in combating gender dis-
crimination and overcoming the stereotypes 
and prejudices that fuel it. Media in Sri Lanka 
tend to represent women either in their tra-
ditional roles as caretakers or as celebrities 
or “frivolous” characters lacking gravitas. 
Cases of objectification of women are also 
common. Such representation constitutes a 
form of gender discrimination, reinforcing 
sexual and cultural prejudices in the public 
as well as the idea that women are not fit to 
hold prominent public positions. As a con-
sequence, it has the potential to undermine 
women’s ability and legitimacy to access 
leadership roles in politics. 

26. E.Bjarnegård-S. Håkansson-P. Zetterberg, op. cit. 
IFES, op. cit.

27. M. Gajanayake (CMEV), statement to the website 
Groundviews, 2020. Available at: https://groundviews.
org/2020/08/04/violence-and-abuse-deter-wom-
en-from-entering-politics/

28. One interlocutor stated that a court case file against 
a violent act she faced in 2015 has not been heard in 
the court yet and it is still doubtful about the date of the 
end for the proceedings. The perpetrators and his law-
yers have approached her on few occasions to convince 
to settle the matter.

In response to a historically low level of 
women’s political representation in Ireland, 
the National Women’s Council of Ireland 
(NWCI), the umbrella body for women’s organ-
isations, led a campaign to change policy, 
raise awareness and empower women to 
play an active role in politics. Elements of the 
campaign were the introduction of electoral 
quotas, constitutional reform and a women-
friendly parliament. These were supported by 
consciousness-raising and networking activ-
ities, especially at local level, where involve-
ment in politics starts. 
(Source: European Institute for Gender Equal-
ity - EIGE, Grassroots campaign empowers 
women, 2015)

Violence targeting female candidates and 
women in politics is a major deterrent to 
their engagement in the public sphere. 

Electoral and political violence is another im-
portant element discouraging women from 
entering politics. The types of abuses women 
are subjected to concern sexual and physical 
violence as well as psychological attacks. In 
particular, although election violence in Sri 
Lanka is generally part of a larger political 
practice, recent research showed that wom-
en are exposed to forms of intimidation or 
harassment of sexual nature more often than 
men.24 The International Foundation for Elec-
toral Systems (IFES) and DRI also found that 
violence against women in online spaces is 
growing.25 Women candidates in the 2018 

24. Elin Bjarnegård, Sandra Håkansson, Pär Zetteberg, 
Gender and violence against political candidates: 
lessons from Sri Lanka, Cambridge University Press, 
2020.

25. IFES, Violence against women in politics: IFES mis-
sion to the OHCHR Special Rapporteur, 2018. Available 
at: https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/
SR/IFES.pdf. 
DRI, Sri Lanka’s 2020 parliamentary elections: 
disparities in the coverage of male and female 
candidates on Facebook, 2021. https://democra-
cy-reporting.org/en/office/sri-lanka/publications/gen-
der-and-sri-lankas-2020-parliamentary-elections
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tives. Such a is then important to adopt a 
multi-stakeholder approach would include 
politicians, parties, national institutions, civ-
il society organisations and academia who 
would all engage in the effort to advance 
women’s presence and role in politics. The 
recommendations are the outcome of con-
sultations with multiple sources, including 
national interlocutors as well as reports of 
international election observation missions, 
civil society groups and other institutions 
working in the field of women’s rights. 

Legal and policy framework

1) Constitutional provisions should be 
aligned with Article 1 of the CEDAW and 
with the ICCPR, while other national laws 
could be revised to be fully compliant with 
Article 2 of the CEDAW and other interna-
tional instruments. 

The non-discrimination guaranteed by Article 
12 (2) of the constitution of Sri Lanka needs to 
be further strengthened to ensure equal treat-
ment of both men and women and to prevent 
direct or indirect discrimination. Sri Lanka’s 
ICCPR Act should be amended to ensure proper 
implementation of international obligation 
related to women’s civil, political and cultural 
rights. A comprehensive national machin-
ery to empower women in the public sphere 
would be essential to address the visible and 
invisible barriers to women’s participation. 
Such a system can ensure direction, continu-
ity and strategic support to government and 
civil society organisations efforts to attain 
substantial equality between women and men 
in politics. In addition, gender-disaggregated 
data could be gathered to gauge progress in 
relation to women’s empowerment in politics. 
Other measures to be considered include the 
implementation of a national action plan to 
increase women’s participation in public and 
political life prepared and executed in collabo-
ration with the Ministry of Women Affairs, the 
Election Commission and the Human Rights 
Commission.

In addition, mainstream media often violate 
standards of professional and ethical report-
ing by reinforcing negative stereotypes and 
sensationalising women’s coverage. These 
portrayals and stereotypes are replicated in 
the online space where DRI observed under-
representation of women candidates and the 
implicitly biased framing of women candi-
dates in Facebook pages and groups during 
Sri Lanka’s 2020 parliamentary election.  DRI 
concluded that these findings indicate that 
a conducive environment for female candi-
dates needs to be created to use online plat-
forms for campaigning and greater repre-
sentation of women in mainstream politics 
should be supported. 29

4. Recommendations

According to most interlocutors as well as 
based on the experience of other countries, 
legal reform alone may not be sufficient to 
ensure increased participation of women in 
politics. This is for two main reasons: 

1) The phenomenon of the gender-divide in 
politics is multi-layered and not merely based 
on legal considerations. Rather, deeper soci-
etal, cultural and economic factors have an 
impact on women’s political empowerment. 
These extra-regulatory barriers also need to 
be addressed to ensure the effectiveness and 
impact of any legal measures. It is crucial to 
embrace a holistic approach to touch upon 
different aspects undermining women’s 
chances to engage in the public sphere.

2) A variety of interlocutors need to be en-
gaged to effectively tackle the obstacles to 
women’s participation and create a com-
mon platform of shared values and objec-

29. DRI, Gender and Sri Lanka’s 2020 parliamen-
tary elections: disparities in the coverage of male 
and female candidates on Facebook, 2021. Available 
at:https://democracy-reporting.org/uploads/publica-
tion/15216/document/dri-lk-gender-and-sls-2020-parli-
men-60af71b846008.pdf
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In addition, as already noted by DRI, “equita-
ble access to public campaign financing should 
be ensured to women (…), while making sure 
that eligibility requirement(s) for receiving 
public funding should not be more difficult for 
under-represented groups to meet”.32 

4) Consideration may be given to train law 
enforcement agencies on how to deal with 
cases of gender-based violence and create 
an environment where victims feel safe. 

Access to justice for women could be facili-
tated through a variety of actions such as 
capacity-building for the judiciary, prosecutors 
and the police as well advocacy and women 
support initiatives. In addition, efforts could be 
made to ensure that law-enforcement agencies 
are committed to gender-sensitivity, non-dis-
crimination and respect for women.   

5) Sri Lanka’s Election Commission could 
encourage political parties to adopt inter-
nal standards and procedures based on 
international principles for democracy and 
human rights. 

In particular, parties should consider adopting 
internal transparency measures for candidate 
nomination and women could advocate for 
such measures in their respective parties. It is 
important that parties embrace internal party 
democracy procedures and reflect these in 
their structures and consider including more 
women into mid-level and leadership roles to 
raise the number of eligible candidates with 
professional credibility and experience.
Parties may equally consider introducing 
financial and material support for women 
candidates and adopt internal gender action 
plans. Voluntary party quotas may be adopted 
or, as some interlocutors noted, equality in all 
posts of political parties may be introduced for 
the party to be registered. 

32. DRI, op. cit.

2) The existing provincial elections quota 
should be implemented and a constitu-
tionally guaranteed quota system could be 
introduced at national level. 

While the technical specifics of this reform 
are beyond the scope of this paper, the system 
envisaged should ensure that “the rank order 
of the candidates on the lists is regulated, so 
that women candidates are not just placed at 
the bottom of the lists. Sanctions for non-compli-
ance are also important for the effective imple-
mentation of quotas”.30  

In addition, research has revealed that “In 
countries where women have a higher social 
standing among elite groups, women quotas 
and/or rules to improve female representation 
will lead to increases in the representation of 
the elite and simultaneously lead to a reduction 
in the representation of people from historically 
marginalized groups”.31  It appears crucial that 
this risk is considered and possibly mitigated 
by any future reforms. 

3) Campaign finance laws and regulations 
may be introduced as the present unreg-
ulated environment further hampers 
women’s ability to campaign and be elected.

Comprehensive campaign finance legisla-
tion, reflecting international principles and 
good practice in this field, could include: caps 
to spending, limits to contributions for the 
campaign and stringent reporting require-
ments. 

30. Drude Dahlerup: “Increasing women’s political rep-
resentation: new trends in gender quotas”, in Balling-
ton and Karam, eds. International IDEA, 2005: Women 
in parliament. beyond numbers (revised edition) and 
Drude Dahlerup, Women, quotas and politics, 2006. 
Excerpts available at: https://www.idea.int/data-tools/
data/gender-quotas/quotas.

31. Alexander Lee, From Hierarchy to ethnicity: the 
politics of caste in twentieth-century India, Cambridge 
University Press, 2020.
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Other measures

Given the multi-faceted nature of the problem 
of women’s underrepresentation, a compre-
hensive strategy of advocacy and capaci-
ty-building may allow to advance women’s 
presence and role in elections and political 
life in Sri Lanka. Such a strategy could include:

8) Support activities and exchange 
networks for women in politics may be 
established to foster the skills and ability 
of female candidates and elected women 
while promoting exchanges of good prac-
tices and experiences. 

Creating a multi-stakeholder group, compris-
ing party members, women politicians, and 
civil society organisations engaged in the 
protection of women’s rights, could also foster 
a gender-sensitive political agenda. Women 
entering politics may be supported with 
targeted initiatives such as trainings, mento-
ring and peer support. In this regard, experi-
enced women politicians should be integral 
to this capacity-building effort. Support to 
the newly created Women Parliamentarians 
Caucus in Parliament – in terms of training and 
international exchanges with other similar 
initiatives – may be beneficial to the advance-
ment of women’s activism and empowerment 
in the legislative assembly. Male politicians 
could also be actively engaged in trainings 
and awareness-raising initiatives to develop 
general sensibility, understanding and knowl-
edge about gender equality.

6) Policy measures could be adopted to 
address the deficits in the experience and 
the skills observed for women elected in 
local councils. 

While the 25 per cent quota requirement is 
a positive step, it cannot be the silver-bullet 
solving women’s underrepresentation in poli-
tics.  Local councils need to start mainstream-
ing gender equality issues internally to ensure 
that women contribute to local decision-mak-
ing. Women could be included in local coun-
cil committees so they can bring forward 
gender-sensitive issues and policies, while 
thematic capacity-building initiatives, such 
as trainings in public administration, may be 
envisaged. 

7) Tailored regulation, in line with inter-
national principles for freedom of expres-
sion and anti-discrimination, could be 
introduced to address online harassment, 
cyberbullying and violence against women. 

Intermediate and complementary strategies 
such as forms of co-regulation may be consid-
ered where an independent regulatory over-
sight body may develop a scale of sanctionable 
sexist speech which in turn may inform media 
codes of conduct and social platforms commu-
nity guidelines for content regulation. Tradi-
tional and social media monitoring initiatives 
on this matter could be organised to retrieve 
hard data on the nature and the extent of the 
phenomenon as well as to identify extra-legal 
responses. 
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9) Programmes may be organised for tradi-
tional and online media to increase their 
awareness of gender issues and of their 
role in cultural and social changes neces-
sary for the advancement of women in poli-
tics. 

Trainings and other forms of knowledge-trans-
fer may be developed to foster gender-
fair coverage and language. Guidelines for 
gender-sensitive election reporting may be 
elaborated to guarantee that women candi-
dates and parliamentarians are provided 
equitable and gender-unbiased access and 
coverage vis à vis their male counterparts. 

10) Civil society organisations may consider 
further developing traditional and social 
media monitoring efforts in relation to 
women politicians’ representation and 
perceptions. 

Findings would provide a useful basis to artic-
ulate advocacy and awareness-raising initia-
tives to promote a gender-sensible culture 
among the general public. 

11) Tailored programmes may be devel-
oped to target girls and boys in schools to 
promote gender-sensitivity, awareness of 
women’s rights and the need to eradicate 
stereotypes and discrimination against 
women. 

The education syllabus could be revised to 
incorporate gender education and women 
leadership skills.
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Issue Recommendation Type of 
measure

The legal and policy 
framework is not 
conducive to women 
participation

1) Constitutional provisions should be aligned with Article 
1 of the CEDAW and with the ICCPR, while other national 
laws could be revised to be fully compliant with Article 2 
of the CEDAW and other international instruments. The 
non-discrimination guaranteed by Article 12 (2) of the 
constitution of Sri Lanka needs to be further strengthened 
to ensure equal treatment of both men and women and to 
prevent direct or indirect discrimination. Sri Lanka’s ICCPR 
Act should be amended to ensure proper implementation of 
international obligation related to women’s civil, political 
and cultural rights. A comprehensive national machinery to 
empower women in the public sphere would be essential to 
address the visible and invisible barriers to women’s par-
ticipation. In addition, gender-disaggregated data could be 
gathered to gauge progress in relation to women’s empow-
erment in politics. Other measures to be considered include 
the implementation of a national action plan to increase 
women’s participation in public and political life.

Legal and 
policy

No quota system to 
increase women’s 
representation at 
national level and 
quota provisions for 
provincial councils 
risk being repealed

2) The existing provincial elections quota should be imple-
mented and a constitutionally guaranteed quota system 
could be introduced at national level. The system envisaged 
should ensure that “the rank order of the candidates on 
the lists is regulated, so that women candidates are not just 
placed at the bottom of the lists. Sanctions for non-compli-
ance are also important for the effective implementation of 
quotas.

Legal - 
electoral

Unregulated cam-
paign finances and 
lack of access to 
funding affects wom-
en’s participation as 
candidates

3) Campaign finance laws and regulations may be intro-
duced as the present unregulated environment further ham-
pers women’s ability to campaign and be elected. 
Comprehensive campaign finance legislation, reflecting 
international principles and good practice in this field, could 
include: caps to spending, limits to contributions for the 
campaign and stringent reporting requirements.

Legal - 
electoral

Laws protecting 
women’s rights in 
politics are inade-
quately enforced and 
monitored

4) Consideration may be given to train law enforcement 
agencies on how to deal with cases of gender-based violence 
and create an environment where victims feel safe. Access 
to justice for women could be facilitated through a variety 
of actions such as capacity-building for the judiciary, prose-
cutors and the police as well advocacy and women support 
initiatives. In addition, efforts could be made to ensure that 
law-enforcement agencies are committed to gender-sensitiv-
ity, non-discrimination and respect for women.

Policy

Overview of recommendations
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Issue Recommendation Type of 
measure

Political parties are 
resistant to promote 
women as candidates 
and their access 
to high-level deci-
sion-making posi-
tions within the party

5) Sri Lanka’s Election Commission could encourage political 
parties to adopt internal standards and procedures based on 
international principles for democracy and human rights. In 
particular, parties should consider adopting internal trans-
parency measures for candidate nomination and women 
could advocate for such measures in their respective par-
ties. Parties may equally consider introducing financial and 
material support for women candidates and adopt internal 
gender action plans. Voluntary party quotas may be adopted 
or equality in all posts of political parties may be introduced 
for the party to be registered.

Self-
regulatory

Lack of training and 
preparation may 
undermine women’s 
credibility and im-
pact in local councils 
and other elected 
bodies

6) Policy measures could be adopted to address the deficits 
in the experience and the skills observed for women elected 
in local councils. Local councils need to start mainstreaming 
gender equality issues internally to ensure that women con-
tribute to local decision-making. Women could be includ-
ed in local council committees so they can bring forward 
gender-sensitive issues and policies, while thematic capac-
ity-building initiatives, such as trainings in public adminis-
tration, may be envisaged. 

8) Support activities and exchange networks for women in 
politics may be established to foster the skills and ability 
of female candidates and elected women while promoting 
exchanges of good practices and experiences. Creating a 
multi-stakeholder group could also foster a gender-sensitive 
political agenda. Women entering politics may be supported 
with targeted initiatives such as trainings, mentoring and 
peer support. In this regard, experienced women politicians 
should be integral to this capacity-building effort. Support 
to the newly created Women Parliamentarians Caucus in 
Parliament – in terms of training and international exchang-
es with other similar initiatives – may be beneficial to the 
advancement of women’s activism and empowerment in the 
legislative assembly. Male politicians could also be actively 
engaged in trainings and awareness-raising initiatives.

Policy

Violence targeting fe-
male candidates and 
women in politics is 
a major deterrent to 
their engagement in 
the public sphere

7) Tailored regulation, in line with international principles 
for freedom of expression and anti-discrimination, could be 
introduced to address online harassment, cyberbullying and 
violence against women. Intermediate and complementary 
strategies such as forms of co-regulation may be consid-
ered where an independent regulatory oversight body may 
develop a scale of sanctionable sexist speech which in turn 
may inform media codes of conduct and social platforms 
community guidelines for content regulation. Traditional 
and social media monitoring initiatives on this matter could 
be organised to retrieve hard data on the nature and the 
extent of the phenomenon as well as to identify extra-legal 
responses.

Legal
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Issue Recommendation Type of 
measure

Media portrayal of 
women contributes 
to undermining their 
credibility as candi-
dates, leaders and 
decision-makers

9) Programmes may be organised for traditional and on-
line media to increase their awareness of gender issues 
and of their role in cultural and social changes necessary 
for the advancement of women in politics. Trainings and 
other forms of knowledge-transfer may be developed to 
foster gender-fair coverage and language. Guidelines for 
gender-sensitive election reporting may be elaborated to 
guarantee that women candidates and parliamentarians are 
provided equitable and gender-unbiased access and cover-
age vis à vis their male counterparts

10) Civil society organisations may consider further devel-
oping traditional and social media monitoring efforts in re-
lation to women politicians’ representation and perceptions. 
Findings would provide a useful basis to articulate advocacy 
and awareness-raising initiatives to promote a gender-sensi-
ble culture among the general public

Extra-
regulatory

A patriarchal culture 
persists in Sri Lanka 
and the prevailing 
values tend to per-
petuate the view of 
women as mothers, 
wives and caretak-
ers, impacting their 
chances to get en-
gaged in politics

11) Tailored programmes may be developed to target girls 
and boys in schools to promote gender-sensitivity, aware-
ness of women’s rights and the need to eradicate stereotypes 
and discrimination against women. The education syllabus 
could be revised to incorporate gender education and wom-
en leadership skills.

Extra-
regulatory
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