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1. Abbreviations 

CPN   Communist Party of Nepal 

CPN-UML  Communist Party of Nepal - Unified Marxist-Leninist 

CSOs   Civil Society Organizations 

ECN    Election Commission of Nepal  

FPTP   First Past the Post  

GESI   Gender Equality and Social Inclusion 

HoR   House of Representatives 

IPWA   Inter Party Women’s Alliance  

KIIs   Key Informant Interviews 

PR   Proportional Representation 

NDI   National Democratic Institute 

NHRC   National Human Rights Commission 

UNDP-ESP  United Nations Development Programme- Electoral Support Project 

  



 

2. Introduction 

Nepal adopted a federal structure after the promulgation of the new Constitution in 2015. After 

the 2017 elections for all three levels of the federal government, 90 women (accounting for 32.73 

percent of the 275 seats) were elected as members of the federal parliament (Devkota, 2023). Out 

of them, only six women were elected through the First Past the Post (FPTP) electoral system. At 

the municipal level, more than 46 percent of those elected to municipalities and rural 

municipalities were female. Of all the 14,041 elected representatives across all three levels of the 

government, almost 41 percent were women (Poudel, 2022).In 2022, a total of 91 members of 

the federal parliament (33.1 percent of the total 275) are women out of which nine women were 

elected through the FPTP electoral system.  

 

Nepal ranked 54th in the world in 2023 for the percentage of women as national parliamentarians      

(IPU Parline, 2023). However, this reflects sluggish progress in women’s representation over 

two consecutive elections held in 2017 and 2022 as it just meets the bare minimum required by 

the Constitution. Moreover, the number of the elected female candidates under the FPTP 

electoral system, often perceived as a heroic victory, didn’t show any significant improvement 

since the number of the victory is still in single digit. There are various challenges faced by 

female political leaders. These challenges mostly stem from the patriarchal mindset of Nepalese 

society that does not imagine women having the agency for leadership at any level: in family, 

society, or politics. The state of female representation from marginalized groups is even 

grimmer. The patriarchal history of Nepalese society means that the role of women is defined 

within household activities. Women are fundamentally deprived of equivalent opportunities as 

opposed to men. To ensure women’s participation in the internal structure of political parties and 

to reinforce their ability to reach high-ranking decision-making roles, capacity building, and 

skills development trainings can play a crucial role (UNDP, NDI, 2012, 19). A female 

representative capacity-building training program conducted by the United Nations Development 

Programme - Electoral Support Project (UNDP-EPS) in collaboration with Sankalpa in Lumbini 

Province suggests that out of 80 participants from marginalized groups, only two participants 

were elected, one each being elected to the HoR and Provincial Assembly (PA) (Sankalpa, 

2022). These numbers suggest that there is a need to understand the gap from a qualitative 

perspective.  

 

Acknowledging a need for narrations and qualitative study around women in leadership, the 

impact of the quota system on women's leadership, and identifying the challenges faced by 

women in political leadership, this study conducts a desk review, stakeholder interviews, and 

data analysis to identify the factors that shape and influence women’s political leadership.    



3. Objectives of the Research 

 

The main goal of this study is to understand the systemic challenges, leadership practices, and 

change strategies of women leaders in the 2022 federal election. The eventual goal is to achieve 

transformative change towards gender equality by promoting the political participation of 

women, 

 

Primary research question is: 

“What factors shape and influence women’s political leadership experiences at a federal level of 

government?” 

Secondary research questions are: 

a)  How have the socio-cultural and economic realities of women representatives affected 

their leadership in the federal government? 

b)  How has access to parity in resources (or lack thereof) influenced the leadership of 

women representatives? 

c)  In what ways does representation in the media have an impact on the leadership of 

women representatives? 

4. Research Methodology 

The primary research method for this project is qualitative. The research applied a qualitative 

methodological approach, which allowed the project to be more flexible to explore various layers 

of experience of Nepali women through the lens of gender and inclusion. The first layer of a desk 

review of existing literature contributed to the derivation of an evidence-based analytical 

framework and an open-ended questionnaire for key informants. 

 

Stage 1: Desk Review: Conducted a desk review of existing literature on women leaders in the 

federal governments of Nepal, including studies, reports, and other secondary data sources where 

available. 

Stage 2: Sampling: Based on the purposive sampling method, the research team compiled a list 

of 11 female candidates for the 2022 federal election, media representatives, activists, relevant 

civil society organizational representatives, an Election Commission Nepal (ECN) 

representative, and a National Human Rights Commission representative (NHRC) whereby 

intersections of the informants’ political affiliation, leadership position, previous involvement in 

policies and political campaigns, ethnicity, economic background and were taken into careful 

consideration to address representation to the possible extent. However, the limited sample size 

and the diversity is still a limitation of this study. 

Stage 3: First round of interviews: Semi-structured interview was conducted with the 12 

informants to gather relevant information using a set of open-ended guiding questions that 

framed the conversations.  



Stage 4: Data analysis of first round interviews: Analysis was conducted after the completion 

of open-ended interviews of the informants using two approaches: gender and intersectionality. 

Stage 5: Report development: The research findings report has entailed all of the research 

approaches and methodology applied, analytical framework, literature review, and the findings 

from the research conducted. 

 

5. Findings and Analysis 

5.1. Sociocultural Factors 

Sociocultural factors influence the decision of women to enter political leadership roles as well 

as take high-ranking roles in the party, parliament, and other political spheres. Some of the key 

factors influencing this are issues of trust, interest, awareness, and mobility. The patriarchal 

ecosystem of Nepal is still behind in seeing women as eligible candidates for leadership roles. In 

many cases, for women, the decision-making and leadership roles are still difficult to imagine at 

the family level let alone at the political level. On the contrary, in the cases where women are 

elected to run for office, it is perceived through the patriarchal lens of tokenism. Whereby, the 

women are deemed less qualified than their male counterparts to perform any role of leadership 

and are seen merely as representatives that are in the position to ‘fill the quota’ (Adhikari, 2020). 

 

Likewise, social norms and practices dictating the mobility of women also play a key factor in 

influencing leadership capability. Some respondents noted that there is a stigma associated with 

women being outgoing and independent in their community whereby mobility suggests a 

question in a woman’s character. Though this is not true of all women leaders,some discussion 

also statedthat the stigma behind women’s mobility in their society arises from the generalized 

sociocultural notion that women, especially after marriage, are meant to be ‘feminine’ and 

‘family oriented’. This social mindset, the respondent notes, is a way for men to suppress 

women’s freedom of choice and expression of their rights in many communities in Nepal even 

today. 

 

“Due to our sociocultural factors, it is difficult for our society to see women as eligible 

candidates in the House. People often quote that women are best fit in the family than in  

politics.” 

5.2. Campaign Finance as a Barrier 

The availability of funds directly plays a crucial role in Nepalese elections, and the likelihood of 

women succeeding in their bid for public office is largely determined by their access to 

independent wealth or their capacity to fundraise autonomously. Campaign finance is seen to be 

mostly utilized for increasing access to media, materials, and human resources and organizing 



public gatherings to meet voters (Uprety, 2017). In order to make elections accessible to all 

candidates, the ECN sets an expenditure ceiling under its Code of Conduct in every election. In 

2022, under the FPTP election for the HoR, the spending ceiling for the parties/candidates in 

constituencies ranged from  NPR 2.5 million to 3.3 million (“EC Limits Election Spending for 

Parties, Candidates,” 2022). Despite the ceiling, utilization of more money from informal 

channels is popular in Nepalese elections.  

 

The absence of a more comprehensive monitoring mechanism of campaign finance may have 

negatively affected the number of women aspiring to run for elected office as well as candidates 

in the FPTP election. All of the female candidates, during a key informant interview, echoed that 

campaign finance is expensive as the cost of running for election is increasing every year. They 

also emphasized that due to the lack of access to family financial resources, the increased 

expenditure on the election and other political finance is particularly difficult for women and is 

often burdensome. The issue of raising campaign money has also been stated as a challenge due 

to the distrust shown by potential donors based on their gender. The patriarchial mindset of 

society has portrayed men as trustful actors in politics thus making fundraising easier for them. 

Likewise, the representative of ECN interviewed during the study also stressed financial 

constraint as a major challenge faced by female candidates. 

 

“In the constituency where the competition is between male and female candidates, it is difficult 

for females to win since male candidates will pour more resources and money to gain voters. 

Access to the mafia and informal money laundering channels is popular among male candidates. 

However, in the cases of females, their morale doesn’t allow them to affiliate with such things.”  

 

“Election is no longer for the common people, it is only affordable for the businessperson, 

people with proximity with party leaders, and people with a high family profile.” 

5.3. Access to Decision-Making Role in the Party 

Typically, a selected group of individuals, predominantly male, hold the decision-making power 

within a political party. This elite group has control over access to political offices, which can 

significantly impact the composition of the selection committee and the party's nominations for 

elections (Tamang et al., 2022, 27). This is contradictory to the Political Party Act of 2017, 

which requires that one-third of the members on all official committees of a political party are 

women. The cases of big political parties breaching this law, ironically the law enacted by them, 

is not a new case in Nepal (Sharma, 2021). 

 

The Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) conducted in this study highlight that the practice of 

inviting women to join political parties and become committee members became more prevalent 

following the amendment of the act. However, the issue of meaningful participation remains a 

significant challenge. Even in cases where women hold high-ranking positions within the party, 



their actual involvement and influence in decision-making processes are still limited. One of the 

informants also highlighted their experience of being asked to be more assertive like men while 

taking a leadership role in the part they are designated. Women are often attributed with core 

competencies such as being humble and kind, but they are frequently urged to change and adopt 

more assertive qualities. This can manifest in statements such as "Be like a tiger" or "Be like a 

man". 

 

“Parties in Nepal are run by individuals rather than an organizational system. The individuals 

running are all male thus making a replica of a mini-patriarchal society. The long-enduring 

male-dominated organizational system acts as the biggest hurdle for women to take a decision-

making role in the party.” 

 

“The decisions regarding our role and work in the party are pre-decided by the men who have 

set an unspoken gender hierarchy. A popular narrative in the party is-relax we have it all figured 

out for you.”  

 

In the 2022 federal election, a new wave of representation of youth, more independent 

candidacy, and the formation of new parties were witnessed. Along with this change were, two 

women leaders seen in two young parties. Ranjita Shrestha-led NagarikUnmukti Party won three 

FPTP seats in HoR in November polls, which was the first general election, contested by the 

party (Poudel, 2023). Similarly, later in February 2023 at its general convention, 

SamikchyaBaskota was elected as party chief of the BibeksheelSajha Party. The BibeksheetSajha 

Party has also elected RanjuDarshana as the general secretary of the party making two women 

leaders in its two most powerful positions in the party (Poudel, 2023). Although a new wave of 

women in leadership has started Nepal has a long history of women in politics with very few 

women elected to high-ranking positions in the parties. The three major parties: The Nepali 

Congress, the CPN-UML, and the CPN (Maoist Center) are yet to elect a woman leader even as 

general secretary (Poudel, 2023). 

5.4. Access to Tickets for the Preferred Constituency 

There are clear informal rules enduring in the parties that define the constituency of a candidate. 

For the longest time, an unspoken agreement among the party members as well as inter-parties 

that allocates the constituency of high-ranking party members prevails. For example, in the far-

western region of the country, SherBahadurDeuba’s authority is supreme whereas, in Syangja, 

Tanahu, etc., Ram Chandra Paudel’s pick is foremost (Tamang et al., 2022, 17). A similar 

unspoken agreement has also been seen among inter-parties. This enduring ecosystem has hostile 

women’s advancement and chances of winning the election through direct representation and the 

potential women leaders of the constituencies are pushed towards the representation through 

proportional representation. 

 



Often in Nepal, the ‘safe’ or ‘winnable’ seats go to male candidates, and female candidates are 

deliberately relegated to tougher seats, especially in the constituency where there is the 

supremacy of a candidate for the longest time. This can be exacerbated by the number of female 

candidates winning the FPTP, while there are other factors influencing it as well, as 9 out of 275 

seats in the federal election and 14 out of 330 seats in the provincial election (Dhanuse, 2022). 

The findings from KIIs have also suggested that the trend in Nepal has discouraged women who 

had a real caliber and leading quality to be left behind. Most of the informants quoted that the 

party gives tickets to female candidates to the candidacy where they lose anyway. One of the 

informants also emphasized that the women who are situated in proximity to political leaders 

have benefited the most from getting tickets from the preferred and relevant candidacy which 

reflects the deep-rooted practice of “tokenism”. Overall, the practice within the party reflects a 

lack of internal democracy and a democratic selection of representatives to run for the election. 

 

“The parties encourage female candidates to run through the Proportional Representation (PR) 

rather than the FPTP in order to meet the constitutional mandate of 33 female percent 

representation in the House. In the cases where the ticket is granted for the FPTP electoral 

system, it is given for the constituency with a definite loss.” 

5.5. Building Allies and Supporters 

The actor’s web of connections plays a crucial role in acquiring tickets to run for the election as 

well as to gain significant votes. The web of connection, also called social capital, affects the 

ability to access resources and the ability to effectively utilize those resources. The outcome of 

KIIs suggests that women have fewer formal and/or informal alliances and supporters compared 

to men.  

 

The formal alliances formed within and through political parties are often inaccessible to women. 

According to one informant, pre-existing alliances among male party members are unwelcoming 

to women who want to join. This exemplified the behavior such as close door decision-making 

by the alliance formed within the male party members and unilateral decision-making without 

involving women in it.  Political parties play a crucial role in building alliances and supporters 

for their candidates, but their potential to increase the visibility and name recognition of female 

candidates is often unrecognized and underutilized (UNDP, NDI, 2012, 34). 

Similarly, informal alliances formed outside of political parties through gatherings and events 

can also be inaccessible to women due to their dual responsibilities at home and work. Many of 

the 2022 election female candidates interviewed mentioned that they are expected to take care of 

household chores and family duties, which leaves them with less time to engage in activities and 

gatherings after their office hours. Another informant also mentioned that the fear of name-

calling and shaming when seeing a female with another male, has discouraged her to meet more 

people outside of her office and after office hours.  



“The existing cultural legacy of women in politics doesn’t encourage them to become strategic 

and calculative in personal branding which is very popular among men. This cultural factor has 

seemed to hinder the potential visibility and recognition of women actively working in the area 

of politics.”  

While female candidates’ social capital can reinforce the resources to form alliances and gather 

supporters, the alliances between women candidates in intra- or inter-party can amplify the voice 

of women's agendas. The Inter Party Women’s Alliance (IPWA), on several occasions, has 

orchestrated the participation of women in policy-making and demanded measures to ensure 33 

percent of women's participation in the cabinet (The Kathmandu Post, 2018). One of the 

informants, who was a former board member at IPWA emphasized the importance of such an 

alliance to foster women's political leadership. She also highlighted that IPWA is invited by ECN 

as the advisory and consultative body to discuss the issues related to women and political 

representation.  

5.6. Media and Representation 

Media plays an important role in the proactive and public outreach of campaigns but it can also 

counter-culture and societal biases against women. The media of the 21st century, which mostly 

highlights the power of the Internet as a communication tool, has radically altered the way that 

political leaders communicate (Owen, 2018). The media acting as a mouthpiece for politicians 

can proliferate bad information or create narration about a candidate. Thus, media in the election 

can be both a powerful tool for outreach campaigns and false representation. According to the 

study conducted by Media Action Nepal during the 2022 election, the majority of the media 

outlets, mostly online platforms, covered new stories of women candidates, their political 

empowerment, and their participation in the elections (Media Action Nepal, 2023). Similarly, the 

generic advertisement about one candidacy and agendas were also spread using personal social 

media accounts, especially Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok. These online campaigns were either 

performed using digital marketing services or by the candidate on their own (Kharel, 2022). All 

these facts suggest that the media played an important role in the 2022 election in Nepal. 

 

While the increased coverage of women's candidacy includes news like 33 percent constitutional 

mandates, and the history of women’s political representation (Media Action Nepal, 2023), 

media has incentivized increased visibility of women’s candidacy. However, the KIIs conducted 

also suggest the use of social media platforms was high to spread hate speech and shame 

candidates. One of the candidates stated that she was body-shamed, received rape threats, and 

frequently received comments stereotyping her responsibility as a woman. She also emphasized 

that such gender-based violence was particularly frequent during her digital election campaign. 

Another respondent quoted that the news coverage of female candidates is comparatively low 

compared with male candidates, suggesting that media is yet to become the fair and free platform 

for campaigning for all candidates. The Election Commission saw these gender-based 



harassments despite the code of conduct. During the 2022 election, National Human Rights 

Commission (NHRC) urged not to utter obscene words in various programs and digital mediums 

(NepalNews, 2022). 

 

“In cases when female candidates are seen as competition against the male candidates in a 

constituency, the misrepresentation of the morale and character of the candidate has spread 

around. This has become easier with the increased influence of the media.”  



 

 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

 

Conclusion 

The women of Nepal are still not freed from the burden of living in a patriarchal society which 

reflects much widely in the political participation and decision making.. Too often their capacity 

to participate in politics has been questioned. Different forms of discrimination and lack of 

opportunities have underprepared women for equal participation limiting their influence in 

decision making in the constitution and law making process. Introduction of gender quota system 

through constitution and acts have opened the pathway for women to participate in politics and 

influence in decision making partly. The fact that quotas significantly increased the number of 

women in decision-making bodies at all levels, this did not necessarily lead to substantial and 

effective representation of women or to significant reduction in inequalities between men and 

women. There are still underlying and interconnected barriers that women face in getting 

nominated for elected office and conducting successful campaigns. The presence of women in 

political space should not just be numerical or symbolic rather it should be purposeful and 

meaningful, for which required interventions focusing on creating wider socio-economic 

opportunities for women, addressing gender issues, deconstructing internalized stereotypes.  

Recommendation  

6.1. Political Parties 

Political parties play a crucial role in creating a space for equal participation and representation 

of the women leaders. Some of the initiatives and actions that can be taken by political parties at 

different level are listed below.  

·       

 

● Parties should not consider 33% as the maximum for women quota rather they should 

create and formalize party’s gender policy which will ensure gender mainstreaming and 

women's empowerment in party. Along with party policies, parties’ election manifestos 

should include and address women's agenda not just at the participation level but to the 

decision making level. 

● Party should design a gender action plan that includes provisions for the women and 

build commitment and consensus among party members and organizations to implement 

the action plan. However, regardless of the strategy and the approach adopted by the 

party towards gender equality, it is the party’s consistent commitment to gender equality 



that will ultimately determine the women participation through the dialogues, discussions 

and the capacity building initiatives in specific leadership contents.  

● Supporting a cross-party network of women and encouraging women to form women’s 

parliamentary caucus will help to channelize women’s interests and concerns.It will also 

help in democratic selection of women at leadership roles within the party and also for 

the distribution of tickets.  

● Promote the visibility and name recognition of women candidates by actively promoting 

their inclusion in party campaigns, including in television adverts and campaign posters, 

or by appointing women as party spokespersons. 

● Party should establish a target fund to assist women candidates during the election 

campaign. 

 

6.2. ECN (Election Commission of Nepal) 

The ECN has the power and authority to make elections manageable to women candidates 

through the introduction and update of electoral policies, strategies and procedures.  

·       

● ECN monitoring system post and during the election should be very strong and at the 

same time there should be a monitoring body who can monitor and review the ECN and 

its action after the election.  

● ECN should oversee quota implementation. If the candidates list does not include enough 

women members then ECN should call for pre-selection. 

● To improve gender equality and inclusion as a foundation of resilient democracy, ECN 

should establish a Gender and Social Inclusion (GESI) Unit. As a stand-alone entity, the 

ECN’s GESI Unit should aims to strengthen gender mainstreaming mechanisms, increase 

women’s representation, systematize gender training and capacity building, and build 

gender-sensitive perspectives. 

● Women candidates are more likely than male candidates to face violence in elections in 

the form of defamation, harassment, threats of violence and economic violence. Hence, 

ECN should create strong policies to monitor and penalize misconduct towards women 

members during the electoral cycle. Strictly enforce the Election Code of Conduct that 

governs the penalty around misconduct and harassment.  

● Even though ECN has put an expenditure ceiling for election campaigns, a huge amount 

of money is spent by the political parties which is considered to be illicit money. Hence, 

ECN should  introduce various monitoring mechanisms and means to prevent the 

injection of huge amounts of illegitimate money into elections and create an environment 

for women to put forward their voices. ECN should give serious penalties for violation of 

campaign finance regulation. 



● If there are legal provisions regarding women representation in FPTP, women candidacy 

in FPTP can also be increased. One of the ways to increase women candidacy in the 

FPTP is to have mandatory legal provisions. This provision need to be pushed forward. 

 

6.3. Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and other organizations 

To  improve participation and representation of the women in elections, civil society 

organizations along with political parties can adopt to various progressive changes 

●  In order to increase women’s electoral opportunities CSO should organize trainings on 

the campaigning skill of women candidates which should target fund- raising, message 

development, working with the media, building voter contact and outreach programs, 

writing campaign plans, and designing targeted methods of voter communication. 

● Work towards breaking biases and prejudices against women candidates within and 

outside the organization. CSO should develop collaborative space between the majority 

population and women candidates to bridge trust deficit and at the same time CSO should 

take an initiative to educate the voters on gender equality. 

● Work to increase the visibility of issues and challenges faced by women candidates by 

providing the platform for women candidates to place their voice. 

● Support women’s  access to elections by working hands-to-hand with ECN. Such as 

support the ECN in voter and election education activities and design campaigns curated 

for women for easy access. 

● CSO should pressurize the political parties for implementation of different policies that 

are favorable for women and also encourage and support women representatives to form 

women’s parliamentary  caucus and other networks that adds value in the women’s 

electoral success.    

6.4. Media  

The media are powerful channels of information in a society. The message they provided can 

change or reinforce social values and behavior and mobilize citizens to take progressive action, 

hence to improve women participation, the media can play an important role. 

 

● Media should give equal visibility to women and men candidates and provide a non-

stereotyped portrayal of women and men. Additionally the media fraternity should 

provide content that encourages the way the people think about women’s participation in 

politics and election in a positive manner. 

● Media system too needs to become gender-sensitive so that it can bridge the gaps and 

provide space to put forward the voices of women candidates not only during the election 

but also in pre and post-election. 



● Media should engage women through dialogues and develop a media coverage 

framework for future elections that protects and uphold gender equality. 
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iv) Ms. BagwatiChaudhary (CPN-UML) 

v) Ms. PushpaBhushal( Nepali Congress) 

 

Constitutional Bodies 

i) Ms. Lily Thapa- Honorable Member of National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) 

ii) Mr. Shaligram Sharma Paudel- Joint Secretary of Election Commission of Nepal   

 

CSOs: 

i) InduTuladhar - Advocate, Chairperson of Himal Innovative Development and Research 

(HIDR) 

ii) Sharu Joshi - Women Rights Activist, Steering Committee member of Intergenerational 

Feminist Forum (IGFF) 

iii) Mr. Bikal Shrestha, PhD- Representative of National Election Observation Committee 

(NEOC)  

https://kathmandupost.com/opinion/2017/01/09/money-and-politics


iv) Mr. Krishna Man Pradhan- Representative of General Election Observation Committee 

(GEOC) 

 

 

Media: 

i) Ms. BabitaBasnet - Senior Journalist, Executive Director of Media Action Group  

 

 

 

 

  



Annex II - Photo Gallery 
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