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Short title 

Policymaking from a gender+ equality perspective 

 

Abstract 

This article discusses policymaking from a gender+ equality perspective. It connects the 

knowledge from various subfields – ranging from development planning, to feminist 

policy studies, to works on gender mainstreaming. By connecting different but 

convergent feminist sub-disciplines, it draws a picture of the field of gender+ and 

policymaking. The literature review includes works in political science and 

administration, policy studies, feminist economics, and legal studies. By delineating the 

boundaries of research on gender and policymaking, the article addresses existing 

challenges and reflects on gaps and promising terrains of study that could further develop 

and establish the field of feminist policy studies. 
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Introduction 

The aim of this Special Issue is that of discussing policymaking from a gender+ equality 

perspective
i
. Policymaking comprises the articulation of social issues as political 

problems, policy formulation, adoption, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. 

Policymaking is an ongoing process of preparing, executing, and evaluating interventions 

by state actors, at different levels of government, including the establishment of 

institutions, to define the rules steering society. Gender perspectives have challenged 

policy studies by exposing the lack of neutrality of policymaking and of studying 

policymaking, similar to the way in which scholars working on class, ethnicity, or sexual 

orientation have shown that policymaking is not only gender- but also class-, ethnicity- 

and sexuality-biased. As a result of the interventions by state actors or attempts at it, it is 

argued, existing inequalities across all domains are affected in their nature or degree. Put 

shortly, policies can indeed counteract inequality, and often they are meant to do so, but 

they can also produce or reproduce it.  

Over time, a growing number of scholars, coming from a broad range of disciplines, 

studies specific policy fields such as childcare, domestic violence, healthcare, labor 

market policies, reproductive rights policies, social policies, or the welfare state, 

investigating the gender+ inequalities (re)produced or contested in these sectors. While 

similarly to Mazur (2002) we opt to call this field feminist policy studies, this research 

adopts a variety of perspectives. Scholars come from as different fields as European 

studies, economics, law, public administration or geography, and take as different 

epistemological perspectives such as positivist and constructivist ones. What they share is 

a concern of what making policies means in terms of a gender+ equality perspective. But 
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then still the foci of the various scholars range from an eye on women, through a gender 

perspective, to the deconstruction of gender, and a focus on intersectionality. Similarly, 

there are different usages of the concept ‘gender’, as a synonym of the socio-

demographic variable of sex, or as a socially and historically constructed relation. In this 

article we opt for the use of ‘gender+’, to recognize that gender is always intersected by 

other axes of inequality. While not taking all of them explicitly into account, we wish not 

to lose sight of them. 

This Special Issue more particularly focuses on exploring the actual ‘making’ of policies 

from a gender+ perspective. Rather than being oriented towards the ‘output’ of the policy 

making process, this Special Issue analyzes the ‘process’ in itself, and reflects on what a 

gender+ lens teaches us about policymaking. The question is what challenges does a 

gender+ approach pose to the process of ‘making’ policies and thereby tell us for better 

understanding of it? 

In this introduction we review the field of feminist studies focusing on policymaking by 

linking the knowledge from various sub-disciplines. To this end this article is organized 

around a number of topics that loosely follow the chronological development of the field 

of feminist policy studies. The literature review expands and builds on earlier overviews 

of feminist policy studies (Hawkesworth 1994; Mazey 2000; Mazur 2002; Mazur and 

Pollack 2009; Orloff and Palier 2009), draws from a broad range of articles in political 

science, policy studies, public administration, as well as feminist economics and legal 

studies. Thereby this article introduces the four contributions of this Special Issue, each 

broadening our understanding of what implications (the study of) policymaking can have 

for a gender+ equality perspective. 
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Bringing Women/Gender In 

A gender analysis of policymaking can be drawn back to the 1970s, when feminists from 

a broad variety of disciplines started criticizing the absence of women in development 

planning. They tackled the presumed gender roles and unitary character of the household, 

and the unilateral focus on the formal economy (Boserup 1970; Benería and Roldán 

1987; Dwyer and Bruce 1988). The then dominant focus on ‘Women in development’, 

targeting family and welfare policies (Kabeer 1994), ignored the productive role of 

women (in the formal and informal economy), often redirected production means from 

women to men (Agarwal 1981; Shiva 1989), disregarded the specific interests women 

have (Molyneux 1985), and actually worsened the position of women and the power 

balance between the sexes (Rao, Anderson, and Overholt 1991; Tinker and Bramsen 

1976; Lycklama à Nijeholt 1987).  

This literature pointed at the failures in the design, implementation, evaluation, and 

effects of development policies, due to its male bias (Elson 1995b; Jahan 1995). 

Consequently, it underlined the need to decompose household patterns and to consider 

the roles of women beyond stereotypes (Benería 2003; Jaquette and Summerfield 2006). 

Only so could these programs foster development, but—especially—empower women 

(Tinker 1990; Molyneux and Razavi 2003). Feminist scholars and policymakers in 

international organizations or development NGOs suggested alternative planning, 

evaluation and management strategies sensitive to gender (Jain 1983; Overholt et al. 

1985; Sen and Grown 1988; Moser 1993). This literature not only made a diagnosis of 

what went wrong in development planning but also put forward a prescription of what to 
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do. This prescriptive component is especially interesting since it is one of the pillars of 

later trends in feminist policy studies such as gender impact assessment, gender 

budgeting, gender evaluations, and gender mainstreaming. 

 

Feminist Issues and State Politics 

A significant proportion of the feminist policy literature analyzes the responsiveness of 

political systems to feminist requests, studying the extent to which feminist ideas, needs, 

and interests get tackled by policies. Important in this literature are critical success 

factors, the conditions under which states and institutions adopt and pursue women-

friendly, gender-balanced or feminist policies (Stetson and Mazur 1995; Outshoorn and 

Kantola 2007). 

Hawkesworth (1994), in her review of feminist policy studies, discusses American works. 

These studies find that the creation of feminist policy networks of grassroots and 

organized women and the use of a nondiscrimination strategy had been crucial so as to 

get feminist ideas, needs and interests on the political agenda. Yet they diverge in the 

assessment of equality strategies to gender policymaking. Freeman (1975) criticizes the 

limitations of the reformist nondiscrimination strategy in challenging male-entrenched 

privileges, while Gelb and Palley (1996), Boneparth (1982), and Stetson (2004) praise the 

advantage of a reformist policy that might achieve some results precisely because it is not 

explicitly threatening male power. 

The Research Network on Gender Politics and the State (RNGS) explored comparatively 

the extent to which women’s policy agencies (Stetson and Mazur 1995) in Western 

postindustrial democracies pursue women’s interests (Mazur 2002; Outshoorn 2004; 
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Lovenduski 2005; Haussman and Sauer 2007). Employing a comparative methodology 

for a longitudinal analysis of selected policy debates across countries, these studies center 

on the agenda-setting and adoption stages of the policy-making process, analyzing the 

role, position, and scope of women’s policy agencies. McBride and Mazur’s (2010) study 

shows that women’s policy agencies matter to the women’s movement, since the more 

active the agencies are the more likely the state responses reflect the women’s movement 

goals.  

European Union (EU) – and federal – policy processes offer a good case to observe how 

and why feminist ideas are incorporated in policymaking, since the multitiered dimension 

of EU governance creates opportunities and constraints at different levels and for a 

variety of institutional and civil society actors. Van der Vleuten’s (2007) pincers’ model 

explains the adoption and implementation of EU gender equality policies in the member-

states thank to the action of actors that squeeze unwilling states from below and from 

within, through the mobilization of domestic feminist and nonfeminist actors, and from 

above, through the action of supranational institutions such as the European Commission 

and the European Court of Justice. The model expands the discussion by Hoskyns (1996), 

who links success in the implementation of EU gender policy with the EU responsiveness 

to the demands of the women’s movements at the domestic level. 

Walby (2009) looks at systems more broadly, and reflects on success factors in gendering 

policymaking by developing a model that pays attention to the complexity and 

intersectionality of inequality regimes, such as gender, class, and ethnicity within 

institutional domains such as the economy, polity, violence, and civil society. Change in 

the systems is caused not only by negative feedback loops but also by positive ones. For 
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example, Walby argues that the early Swedish success in gendering policymaking began 

when the percentage of women in decision making reached more than 40 percent, as this 

change destabilized the system and caused the incorporation of women’s needs in the 

political agenda. 

Other scholars look into broader structural and contextual features, such as the role of 

macro level institutional features and more contingent political factors (Zippel 2006; 

Franceschet 2010; Htun and Weldon 2010), dictatorships and democracies (Tripp 2013), 

processes of democratization (Waylen 2007; Rai 2008; Walby 2009), or legacies of 

former communist regimes (Saxonberg and Sirovatka 2006). Others focus on economic 

parameters and ideological factors as hindering feminist success (Kaplan 1992), 

promoting care policies (Morgan and Zippel 2003), or copying policies from other 

contexts (Gornick and Meyers 2003). They reveal how processes of economic 

liberalization have led to structural adjustment policies that have provoked cuts in state 

spending on welfare, health, and education, which have negatively affected women while 

increasing the care burden for women due to the reduction of state provisions (Elson 

1995a; Mahon and Michel 2002; Dobrowolsky 2009; Fraser 2009). Of relevance in this 

context is also the feminist literature on the role of the welfare state in shaping women’s 

lives and promoting or hammering gender equality (Orloff 1996, 2009). 

 

The Male Bias in the Policy Context and its Construction 

Apart from studying critical success factors for promoting gender equality, feminist 

scholars also explore the male bias of the policy context and process. Institutions are 

pervaded by a “deeply embedded culture of masculinity” (Lovenduski 2005, 48; Rai 
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2010); public policies, law, bureaucratic and organizational practices, political and 

economic processes tend to reproduce the male norm masqueraded as “neutral” and to 

systematically disadvantage women (Jones and Jonasdottir 1988; Savage and Witz 1992; 

Rees 1998; Shaw 2000). The androcentrism of policymaking suggests that institutions, 

their processes, and policies thereby reinforce a male power advantage (Hawkesworth 

1994, 105).  

Examples of gender-biased policies and their gendered implications abound. Welfare 

policies that differentiate the type of benefits for employed and nonemployed people, 

granting pension rights only to the former or penalizing interruptions in the participation 

in the labor market or part-time schemes, tend to perpetuate a male breadwinner–female 

caregiver model that increases women’s dependence from the male partner and promotes 

the feminization of poverty (Hawkesworth 1985; Sapiro 1986; Fraser 1989; Orloff 1996; 

Sainsbury 1996; Orloff, O’Connor, and Shaver 1999; Meyers, Gornick, and Peck 2001; 

Johnson, Duerst-Lahti, and Norton 2007). Public child-care and parental leave policies 

may have adverse effects on the employment patterns of women (Gornick 2006, 2007). 

Lower-class, often migrant, women, working in the care -frequently informal- economy 

are especially penalized by welfare policies that tend to perpetuate hierarchical relations 

both between men and women and among women (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002). 

While the literature discussed so far takes women’s interests for granted, discursive 

approaches studying the content of policies suggest that such interests are constructed 

within policy processes. This paradigmatic shift can be attributed to Carol Bacchi’s 

(1999, 66) “what’s the problem? represented to be approach.” Policies, she argues, 

assume particular interpretations of what is the problem at stake. The approach focuses 
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on gaps and absences in policy discourse by asking “what is left unproblematized,” 

thereby uncovering the norms embedded in particular constructions, which reflect taken-

for-granted beliefs and hegemonic assumptions. This has contributed to an understanding 

of how there can be slow or no progress in policies designed to foster gender+ equality. 

Drawing on Bacchi’s (1999) approach, the discursive feminist policy literature has 

developed within European comparative research projects such as Mainstreaming Gender 

Equality in Europe (MAGEEQ) and Quality in Gender+ Equality Policies (QUING). The 

development of a specific methodology, critical frame analysis, has enabled researchers 

to make the interpretative and normative content of policy documents explicit, by 

identifying the diagnosis of the problem, the solutions proposed, the roles assigned to 

actors, the gender and intersectional dimensions, and the norms and mechanisms 

involved in the construction of a policy issue (Verloo 2007; Lombardo, Meier and Verloo 

2009). 

This scholarship has contributed to explore processes of contestation and attribution of 

meanings to gender equality, during which the concept can be stretched to incorporate 

new meanings (for instance, when gender equality is conceived as intersecting with other 

inequalities), shrunk (into nondiscrimination in a strictly legal sense), or bent to other 

goals than that of gender equality (such as economic growth) to fit into existing policy 

frames (Lombardo, Meier, and Verloo 2009). Further developments (Ferree et al. 2002; 

Ferree 2012; 2009a, 2009b) have shown that different meanings of gender+ equality 

policies are rooted in different historical understandings of inequality and have developed 

frameworks to understand why policies are framed the way they are (Verloo and Walby 

2010). Other analyses have explored the shifts in the meaning/content of gender policies 
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through the years, such as EU (Stratigaki 2004; Lewis 2006; Lombardo and Meier 2008; 

Knijn and Smit 2009) or the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD; Mahon 2009) discourses on reconciliation policies. 

International relations’ constructivist approaches have focused on processes of norms 

making, legitimating, and diffusion by looking at the different levels of governance 

(Elgstrom 2000; True and Mintrom 2001). More recently this literature connects to the 

literature discussed in the previous section, analyzing how discursive and material 

opportunities and political dynamics are linked to gender+ equality progress in 

policymaking (Bacchi 2004; Ferree 2012; Hafner-Burton and Pollack 2000; Krizsan and 

Popa 2010; Lombardo and Forest 2012; Verloo and Walby 2010). 

 

Mainstreaming Gender into Policymaking 

To challenge the false gender neutrality of policymaking, feminists have devised 

strategies to mainstream gender equality into policymaking. This incorporation of a 

gender perspective into policymaking has generated a variety of “productive tensions in 

theory and practice,” as Walby (2005, 321) argues. It has been conceptualized according 

to different quality criteria (Lombardo 2005; Lombardo and Meier 2006) and different 

visions of equality, such as inclusion (connected to equal treatment), difference (linked to 

positive actions), and transformation of existing gender roles and policy practices, that 

mainstreaming has been expected to deliver (Rees 1998; Verloo 2001; Squires 2005; 

Walby 2005). 

Borrowing concepts from development studies, where mainstreaming first emerged, 

feminist scholars have identified different political approaches. Jahan (1995), in 
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development studies, distinguishes between integrationist and agenda-setting 

approaches. Integrationist approaches introduce a gender perspective into existing policy 

paradigms, which has been associated with more technocratic applications of 

mainstreaming (Verloo 2005) and the inclusion of gender experts in policy machineries 

(Barnett-Donaghy 2004a; Rees 2005). Agenda-setting approaches transform existing 

policy paradigms, by changing decision-making structures and processes, prioritizing 

gender objectives among competing issues, reorienting the mainstream political agenda, 

and rearticulating policy ends and means from a gender perspective. This has been 

associated with more participatory forms of mainstreaming, as in the case of Northern 

Ireland (Barnett-Donaghy 2004b).  

To reorganize policy processes and mechanisms from a gender perspective, gender 

experts and practitioners have devised a variety of policy tools, often employed in 

development planning. They have designed gender impact assessments (Verloo and 

Roggeband 1996; Woodward and Meier 1998) to make visible the effect of policies on 

gender inequalities, and elaborated tools to analyze budgets from a gender perspective 

(Elson 1999, 2004; Budlender 2000; Budlender, Sharp, and Allen 1998; Budlender et al. 

2002). Another rising practice is the training of civil servants and politicians (Frey et al. 

2006). 

Recently, there has been attention for the weakening of the support for gender 

mainstreaming across Europe, which shows in standstills in accountability measures and 

sanctions connected to existing promises to deploy the strategy, and a breaking down of 

institutional arrangements, including in policymaking to respond to the economic crisis 

(Bettio et al 2012; Smith and Villa 2010). Also, studies showed that the introduction of 
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gender mainstreaming risked the dilution of gender expertise and dismantling of equality 

institutions, based on the mistaken assumption that gender equality is already in the 

mainstream (Hafner-Burton and Pollack 2000; Mazey 2002). Among the reasons for the 

slow development and ineffective implementation of this strategy the following have 

emerged. The co-existence of competing definitions and multiple meanings of gender 

mainstreaming make it difficult to see how gender mainstreaming could be implemented 

and to assess what it is actually implemented (Rees 1998; Mazey 2000; Verloo 2005). 

The strategy is also based on voluntaristic efforts rather than binding commitments 

(Behning and Serrano 2001; Verloo 2005; Walby 2005) so that it becomes 

“everybody’s—and nobody’s-—responsibility” (Mazey 2002, 228).  

A key weakness of the implementation of gender mainstreaming is the lack of specific 

governmental bodies responsible for monitoring the application of mainstreaming 

initiatives (Beveridge et al. 2000). The consolidation of femocrats and the participation of 

gender experts in the policy process (Woodward 2003) is key to ensure that policymaking 

is based on “gendered” knowledge (Beveridge and Nott 2002; Squires 2005). A favorable 

context for a successful implementation of gender mainstreaming seems to require a high 

level of gender equality awareness among policymakers who are not gender experts 

(Verloo 2001; Woodward 2003; Walby 2005). The voluntary basis of mainstreaming and 

the limited resources and power of gender experts and NGOs who support its 

implementation can do little to contrast civil servants’ resistance to apply the gender tool. 

The organizational characteristics affecting public policy implementation in general 

promote a more integrationist and expert-bureaucratic type of mainstreaming (McGauran 

2009). It seems that gender mainstreaming cannot “escape the genderedness of 
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organizations,” such as Ministries (Benschop and Verloo 2006, 20), due to the fact that 

power differences between the business and the feminist agendas determine compromises 

that hinder the transformative potential of mainstreaming. Experiences of mainstreaming 

gender into different sectors, from agriculture (Pruegl 2009) to development 

(Subrahmanian 2004), reveal cooptation of feminist goals by policymakers due to power 

mechanisms (Stratigaki 2005). As Mazey (2000, 343) states, since gendering 

policymaking requires a critical review of policymakers’ conceptualization of policy 

problems, “change will entail questioning of deeply embedded cultural values and policy 

frames, supported by institutions and powerful advocacy coalitions.” 

 

Recent Feminist Approaches to Policymaking 

Although gender targets, tools, and data developed as part of the mainstreaming strategy 

are crucial for the promotion of gender equality (Villagómez 2004), scholars have also 

denounced the pitfalls of the “gender tools business” for the depoliticization of a feminist 

project. The governmental use of gender impact assessment, statistical data, benchmarks, 

targets, and indicators might turn into a toolkit approach, where it is assumed that gender 

equality will be achieved through the compliance of procedures, thereby losing the power 

dimension of the gender struggle (Currie 1999) and leaving the prevailing unequal gender 

relations untouched (Mukhopadhyay 2004; Tiessen 2005). A reason suggested for this 

technicalization of gender is that it is easier for gender advocates to sell and for 

policymakers to accept a view of gender mainstreaming based on a neutral toolkit rather 

than on feminist premises, such as the challenging of power hierarchies and a radical 

questioning of policy processes and actors (Lombardo and Meier 2006). Stratigaki (2005) 
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similarly claims that barriers to gender mainstreaming in the EU are due to the patriarchal 

opposition to feminist goals implied in the strategy. The diffusion of a technocratic model 

of gender mainstreaming where bureaucrats, and sometimes experts, are the main actors 

helps to understand the prevalent spreading of the toolkit model (Verloo 2005). Other 

scholars focus on the intentionality and rationality inherent in the definition of gender 

mainstreaming as contributing to a toolkit model (Meier and Celis 2011). On the whole, 

this literature on the politicization of the strategy of mainstreaming contributes to an 

understanding of policymaking as essentially political. 

A new development in equal treatment policies, which has not been much reflected in 

gender mainstreaming literature, is the growing attention to multiple discrimination and 

the legal institutionalization of equal treatment across a wider range of inequality axes, 

combined with shifts in the institutional architecture of antidiscrimination bodies toward 

integrated bodies addressing multiple discrimination (Kantola and Nouisiainen 2009; 

Krizsan et al. 2012). These developments are established as “gender+” equality policies, 

assuming that working toward gender equality is only possible if the intersectionality of 

gender with other axes of inequality is integrated. This is, for instance, the case of studies 

that criticize policies, as in Sweden, which give access to assisted reproduction to both 

homosexual and heterosexual couples, but deny this right to any single (Kvist, Carbin, 

and Harjunen 2009). 

Other innovating approaches explaining the success or failure of policymaking that 

promotes gender+ equality combine elements of political opportunity structures, 

mobilizing networks, and framing dynamics, including strategic framing. The impulse to 

this has been given by Hafner-Burton and Pollack (2000), who apply a social movement 
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theory approach to analyze the application of gender mainstreaming in five areas of EU 

policy. They argue that three factors can explain the implementation of gender 

mainstreaming to avoid potential resistance from policymakers that are more market 

oriented: political opportunities opened by EU institutions; networks of gender advocates; 

and the strategic framing of gender mainstreaming to make it fit with the dominant frame 

of a given directorate general. 

Alliances and forums have also been suggested as ways to successfully mainstream 

gender into policymaking. Despite the dangers of co-option of feminist agendas by the 

state, the collaboration of feminist activists and experts with state actors has been key to 

further gender equality goals (Subrahmanian 2004; Woodward 2004) but also difficult to 

implement (Meier 2007). Scholars in politics and development tend to agree that, to 

repoliticize gender, this collaboration needs to work toward the creation of spaces for the 

empowerment of the most marginalized so that they can express their voices (Fraser 

1989; Mukhopadhyay 2004; Verloo 2005). Scholars show the relevance of velvet 

triangles of feminist bureaucrats, trusted academics, and the women’s movement for 

implementing gender mainstreaming into policymaking (Lycklama à Nijeholt et al. 1988; 

Woodward 2004). There is also reflection on concepts of social and policy learning, 

thereby shifting the focus from political dynamics to socialization or knowledge transfer 

(Beveridge and Velluti 2008). 

 

What’s next? 

Although the borders of feminist policy research are not as neatly defined, there is a lot of 

research on gender+ and policymaking from different fields and approaches, as the 
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previous pages have shown. Whether the focus is placed more on the process or the 

content of policymaking, feminists have criticized the androcentric character of 

policymaking, showing that the way policies are made is not gender+ neutral but rather 

based on the male (heterosexual, white, or other) norm. Androcentric policymaking 

creates gendered categories of privileged and unprivileged people in which women (and 

other groups) are systematically disadvantaged. If the existence of male biases and norms 

is represented as the main problem with policymaking, feminists have suggested different 

ways for addressing the problem by enhancing gender+ equal processes and policies. 

Development planning has been identified as the field where a gender+ analysis of 

policymaking first emerged, criticizing the absence of women in policymaking and 

proposing ways to gender development policies. The study of critical success factors that 

favor the entry of women’s ideas into politics has been undertaken by numerous 

approaches, exemplified by the RNGS works, that have explored the gendering of 

policymaking at the agenda-setting, adoption, and implementation stages. If the former 

field has analyzed the process and actors of policymaking, discursive politics approaches, 

exemplified by the MAGEEQ and QUING research, have studied the construction of 

gender bias in the content of policymaking, thus focusing on the “making” of gender+ 

policies at the design and formulation stages of the process. At the level of policy 

strategies the challenging of gender+ biases in policymaking was more explicitly placed 

on the agenda through gender mainstreaming. The prescriptive part of the work on gender 

and policymaking on how policies should be done was then particularly developed 

through works on gender mainstreaming, gender impact assessment, or gender budgeting, 

thereby borrowing and further elaborating concepts and tools from development studies. 
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Recent research on gender and policymaking has evolved in several directions, mainly 

focusing on the implementation of gender mainstreaming, with some works criticizing 

the pitfalls of a technocratic approach to mainstreaming and suggesting ways to empower 

women, while other works try to explain the successful or unsuccessful implementation 

of mainstreaming.  

Yet, there remain many challenges. The gendered character of policymaking has been 

studied without a substantial challenge to the use of fixed gender categories. Carol 

Bacchi’s article discusses what it means to talk about policies as gendering practices and 

how this enables forms of analysis that bypass categorical distinctions (e.g. ‘women’, 

‘men’, ‘gender’, ‘race’). It suggests a shift from considering how policies impact on 

women and men to asking how they constitute them in ways that can have gendering, 

racializing, heteronorming, or classing effects. It elaborates on the implications that 

accompany this shift in perspective – implications for thinking about policy, change, 

subjectivity and the role of the researcher and policymaker.  

Other dimensions of the unequal character of policymaking could be further explored. 

Except for development planning, there are few feminist works addressing policymaking 

in areas that are not explicitly considered as gender-related areas, such as transport or 

agriculture. Also, not all phases of policymaking receive the same amount of attention. 

More research is also needed to explain why and to what extent there is progress in 

gender+ equal policymaking. Some studies set benchmarks and targets to assess progress 

in gender-equal policymaking or discuss how specific developments in gender+ equality 

such as women’s inclusion in the labor market or in political representation can be 

considered as signs of progress (Walby 2009). Other scholars (Ferree 2009b) have shown 
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how assessing progress in gender+ equality policies is context related and dependent on 

the specific institutional and discursive opportunities structure so that what appears as 

quality policymaking in Europe for instance does not necessarily apply to the US context. 

In other studies (Rai 2008; Fraser 2009) the focus is placed on how processes such as 

neoliberalism and globalization not only can have negative implications on gender+ equal 

policymaking but also are complexly intertwined with them. Yet more reflexive and 

empirical works on the quality criteria to assess progress in policymaking from a gender+ 

perspective would help to identify what are the chances for success of policy strategies 

that aim at furthering gender+ equal policymaking. 

Rosalind Cavaghan brings new insights on understanding why gender mainstreaming is 

not implemented, exploring the mechanisms through which organizational non-

engagement is constituted and how it can be challenged, in a unit of DG Research of the 

European Commission. Her analysis shows that the non-engagement of the unit was 

based on a “local gender knowledge” that excluded the possibility that any issues of 

gender inequality might be existing or relevant in the work of the unit. Alternative 

(scientific) knowledge that could have challenged this “local knowledge” was blocked 

because of loyalties to pre-existing practices and priorities. Her article thus offers 

elements for deepening our understanding of gendered change in the state and barriers to 

its achievement. 

Amy Mazur makes a call for systematically studying, in a feminist comparative policy 

research tradition, the stages of the policy process that follow policy adoption: 

implementation, evaluation and outcomes. Drawing on research in both feminist and non 

feminist policy studies, she proposes an analytical construct for assessing whether 
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feminist policies after they are formally adopted actually entail concrete practices and 

policies that effectively promote gender equality throughout society. Developing this 

analytical measurement constitutes, according to Mazur, the essential first step in the 

emerging research on feminist postadoption policy in a comparative perspective.  

Maria Bustelo, in the final contribution of this Special Issue, argues that evaluation from 

a gender+ perspective is a key element for (re)gendering the policymaking process. 

While feminist scholars have challenged the neutrality of policymaking processes and 

outputs, evaluation has been less studied in policymaking literature than planning or 

implementation, so the implications of what it means to do evaluation from a gender 

perspective, contends Bustelo, remain to be thoughtfully explored. She explores the 

developments in conceiving evaluation from a gender+ perspective, and how both 

feminist (policy) studies and the evaluation field can fruitfully contribute to each other 

for developing theories and practices to (re)gender the policymaking process.  
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