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Introduction

Despitedecadesofeffort,nationalgovernmentsand international institutionshave fallen short inpursuing
genderequality.Therehasbeenagrowingawarenessof thepervasivebarrierswomenandgirls face,aswell
as the societal, economic, and securitybenefits that flowfrom increasinggender equality.Yetmostwomen
and girls remain significantly underrepresented in the global workforce and in public and political life,
particularlyat seniorlevels.Theyalsosufferdisproportionateratesofviolenceandpoverty,poorhealthand
education outcomes, and lack of access to rights and justice. The COVID-19 pandemic and its associated
global economic downturn have exacerbated those problems. The World Economic Forum recently
estimated in its 2021Global Gender Gap report that it will now take 135.6 years to reach gender parity
worldwide, up from99.5years in its 2020 report.1

In recent years, efforts havebeenmade to strengthen theglobal architecture aimed at advancing gender
equalityandgenderequity.Genderequality isthesametreatmentofallpeopleregardlessofgenderidentity.
Genderequity refers to thecreationof conditionsof fairness that take into consideration thediversityof all
people across all genders and identities—not despite their gender, but in response to their gender. 2

Although some important progress has been made—particularly related to reducing maternal mortality
and increasing the number of girls enrolled in primary school—those efforts, including the establishment
of UNWomen in 2010, have largely failed to catalyzewidespread and sustained change.3 To address this
problem, somepolicy experts haveproposed establishingnew institutions andnew initiatives, particularly
outside theUNsystemandbeyond theUNWomen–convenedGenerationEqualityForum.

New good-faith efforts to foster gender equality should be welcomed and could addmeaningful value.
However, repeated efforts to redesign the international architecture risk duplication, distract from the
implementation of existing initiatives, and compound a sense that reforms are launchedwithout sufficient
follow-through or funding. The reality is that many efforts have failed and current institutions
underperformed because of inadequate political will, unclear objectives, burdensome reporting
requirements, and insufficient resources. In addition,muchof thework to advancegender equality isoften
siloed; for example, efforts to improve theavailability andqualityof schoolsmustoftenbeaccompaniedby
efforts to addresswidespread gender-based violence, which prevents girls from accessing and completing
education.4 According to estimates, approximately sixtymillion girls are sexually assaultedon theirway to
or at school every year.5 Rising nationalism, entrenched misogynistic leaders, increasing rates of gender-
based violence, and backsliding on gender equality due to theCOVID-19 crisis have presented additional
challenges.

Establishing new institutions will not solve these problems and instead risks compounding them. The
existingarchitectureandambitiousinitiatives, includingtheGenerationEqualityForum,candeliverresults.
Tomakethathappen,countriessuchastheUnitedStatesneedtoleadbyexample,unequivocallyembracing
gender equality as a priority, supporting existing institutions explicitly designed to address disparities, and
puttingsubstantial resourcesbehindmeaningfulpolicyand legal changes.Withinthatcontext, reformsand
additions to the international architecture shouldbeadditive insteadof duplicative.
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The Case for Addressing Gender Inequality

Ample research and recenthistory showthat societies that invest in achievinggender equality aremore
peaceful, healthy, and prosperous. Conversely, societies with significant levels of gender inequality—
either by design or because of inaction—fuel poverty, health insecurity, and extremism; moreover,
they undermine vital work on global issues ranging from conflict resolution to the climate crisis.

Yet gender equality is too often treated like a niche issue, highlighted periodically at international
conferences and not prioritized by the majority of those with political and economic power once the
conferences end. There is a chasm between rhetoric and implementation; leaders often say they are
committed to achieving gender equality but rarely undertake the difficult work necessary to make it a
reality. For those concerned with democracy, stability, security, and prosperity, closing the gap
between recognizing gender equality’s benefits and acting upon the issue should take priority.
Consider just a fewexamples.Womenareon the front linesof climate change, as they aremore likely

to be responsible for farming, gathering water and materials for fuel, and taking care of families in
communities thatwill have toadapt to amorevolatile climate.Womenaremore likely to live inpoverty
than men, which makes them more vulnerable to climate change, including extreme weather events,
rising sea levels, and displacement.Women are also a critical part of the solution. Research has shown
that countrieswherewomenenjoy ahigherpolitical statushave lower carbondioxide (CO2) emissions
per capita.6 Furthermore, one of themost powerfulways to reduce emissions is by slowing population
growth, and one of the most effective ways to do that is to improve women and girls’ access to
education.7 Finally,womenaremore likely tomakebetter choices tohelp their local communitieswith
mitigation and adaptation, sharing information related to community well-being, choosing less
polluting energy sources, and adapting more easily to environmental changes when their family’s
survival is at stake.8

Higher levels of gender equality are directly related to increased levels of security and stability.
Research has shown that countries with greater gender equality are more likely to resolve conflict
without violence and are less likely to usemilitary force to resolve international disputes. Conversely,
countries with more significant gender gaps are more likely to be involved in inter- and intrastate
conflict.9 Women are also essential to building a more lasting peace post-conflict. Women’s
participation increases theprobability of apeace agreement lasting at least twoyears by20percent and
a peace agreement lasting fifteen years by 35 percent.10

Finally, women are critical to COVID-19 adaptation and recovery efforts. Women have been hit
disproportionately hard by the COVID-19 pandemic. They have been on the front lines of caring for
those suffering from the virus, not only within their own families but in their communities, as they
account for approximately 70 percent of the workforce in health and care institutions worldwide.11

Women have endured increasing gender-based violence throughout the pandemic, often finding
themselves trapped in abusive situations without access to resources.12 They have also largely
shouldered the growing burden of unpaid care work—particularly as schools have closed—forcing
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many out of the workforce and millions into extreme poverty. A report by UNWomen and the UN
Development Program (UNDP) estimates that the pandemic forced 47million women and girls into
extreme poverty—defined as living on less than US$1.90 a day.13 Consequently, addressing gender
inequality is vital to amore effective recovery.A July2020 report byMcKinsey&Company found that
if no action is taken to address women’s disproportionate job losses during theCOVID-19 pandemic,
global gross domestic product (GDP) in 2030 could be reduced by $1 trillion.14
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What the Current Architecture Looks Like

The current international architecture for gender equality is principally within the UN system—the
core of which is the UNEntity for Gender Equality andWomen’s Empowerment, also known as UN
Women. UNWomen was established in 2010, after an intensive advocacy campaign by civil society,
to serve as a “driver” toward meeting women and girls’ needs worldwide. Four UN entities, including
theUNDevelopment Fund forWomen (UNIFEM), weremerged during its formation.15

TheUnitedNations is also home to theUNPopulation Fund (UNFPA), which focuses on ensuring
access to sexual and reproductive health care, as well as the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the
UNDP, both of which carry out important gender-relatedwork.

The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), the main intergovernmental body exclusively
dedicated to the promotion of gender equality, also sits at the United Nations. CSW is housed within
theUNEconomic andSocialCouncil (ECOSOC) andholds annualmeetingswhere nation-states and
others, including nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), gather to evaluate progress and set
objectives for achieving gender equality. UNWomen directly supports thework of CSW.

The UN Human Rights Council houses the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women, an independent body of experts that oversees compliance with the Convention on
theElimination ofAll FormsofDiscriminationAgainstWomen (CEDAW), an international treaty to
improve women’s rights. The United Nations is also home to the Spotlight Initiative, a joint effort
between theUnitedNations and the EuropeanUnion to end gender-based violence. Coordination on
gender issues is carried out through the Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender
Equality (IANWGE), the “single largest network of gender focal points in the UN system, including
sixty representatives fromUN offices and departments, specialized agencies, funds and programs.”16

The IANWGE is chaired byUNWomen.
TheUN structure is complemented by thework of othermultilateral institutions such as theWorld

Bank and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD); the Group of
Twenty (G20) and Group of Seven (G7), which recently established a gender equality advisory
council; country-based initiatives such as Canada’s Gender Equality Fund; philanthropic institutions;
NGOs; civil-society organizations (CSOs); and feminist, youth, LGBTQ+, racial justice, and other
movements.

This institutional architecture has become themain source of data, equality gap definitions, and the
advances made to date. However, recent backsliding on gender equality and the upcoming 2030
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) deadline require new urgency. To accelerate progress, there
must be a redoubling of investment and a revitalization of existing institutions and initiatives for
promoting gender equality, starting withUNWomen andGeneration Equality.
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Long Past Time to Invest in UNWomen

Although UN Women is only one part of an extensive gender architecture, it was intended to be its
focal point. Created by the UN General Assembly after years of deliberation and advocacy by civil
society, UNWomen has unique reach. Othermultilateral forums and national efforts are vital, but the
actions of a handful of like-minded nations through institutions such as the G7 inherently lack the
inclusivity and mandate to advocate for and support gender equality efforts, particularly those
involving rights, in every region.

UN Women was established with the enthusiastic support of hundreds of civil-society
organizations and numerous member states to solve the problem of inadequate funding and the lack
of a single entity to drive gender equality across the UN system. At the time, then Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon called the effort a “watershed” moment and added that “it will now be much more
difficult for theworld to ignore the challenges facingwomen and girls—or to fail to take the necessary
action.”17 However, this has not become the reality. In fact, the world is backsliding in many areas. A
recent report by Equal Measures 2030 illustrates the gravity of the problem. Of 144 countries
surveyed on progress toward gender equality targets embedded in the Sustainable Development
Goals, “less thanaquarterof countries aremaking ‘fast’ progress towardsgender equality,while a third
aremaking no progress, or, worse still, aremoving in thewrong direction.”18

UNWomen has raised awareness about the challenges facing women and girls around the globe,
provided technical support to member states to help better address gender inequality, and worked to
strengthen ties between civil society and national governments. Even so, it has not yet lived up to its
founding vision. UN Women’s shortcomings are tied to the tepid support of many member states,
most of whom have never provided the resources and political support necessary to see it succeed. In
2020, UNWomen, which receives nearly its entire budget through voluntary contributions, received
over 60 percent of its commitments from only ten government partners.19 In addition, conservative
member states hold seats on the board of UN Women and obstruct or undermine action. Many
member states that embrace gender equity in rhetoric fail to sufficiently invest in the success of UN
Women in practice.

This gap between ambition and implementation exists most acutely in resources. UN Women—
which is responsible for addressing challenges facing more than half the world’s population—has
encountered financial obstacles from the outset. When the entity was established, UN leadership
determined itwouldneed approximately $500million tooperate effectively.20 Activists had hoped the
annual budget would ultimately grow to $1 billion.21 Yet for many years, UNWomen fell far short of
the $500 million figure, surpassing it for the first time only in 2019.22 In contrast, UNICEF received
over $7 billion in contributions in 2020 alone.23 The U.S. government provided approximately $800
million of UNICEF’s 2020 budget for humanitarian and development programs; it gave UNWomen
$18.6million.24
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To be fair, UNWomen also shares responsibility. Critics charge that it has been too deferential to
conservative voices on its board. They also assert that the entity has taken on far toomuch—including
side initiatives—and that it is stretched too thin. Furthermore, there is a sense that it has never clearly
defined and articulated itsmissionor set clear goals tomeasure results.Dr. SimaSamiBahous, thenew
executivedirector, has rightfully carriedout a listening tour todeterminehowUNWomencanoperate
more effectively.

A new agenda should reflect the forward-leaning rhetoric current UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres has used. Calling himself a “proud feminist,” he has stated that “achieving gender equality
and empoweringwomenandgirls is theunfinishedbusiness of our time, and thegreatest human rights
challenge in our world.”25 To address these issues, he has argued, “We must urgently transform and
redistributepower, ifwe are to safeguardour future andourplanet. That iswhyallmen should support
women’s rights andgender equality.”26 Tomatch that rhetoric,UNWomenneeds to act as a successful
vehicle for women and girls’ aspirations and gender equality throughout the UN system and around
theworld.

To do so, UN Women should consider the following actions:

▪ Better define its mandate and articulate how it will measure progress . UN Women should
undertake significant reforms to become more strategic and effective. According to its
current strategic plan, the entity follows a “triple-mandate,” including to (1) “support
Member States to strengthen global norms and standards for gender equality and women’s
empowerment, and mainstream gender perspectives in other thematic areas”; (2) “promote
coordination and coherence across the UN system to enhance accountability and results for
gender equality and women’s empowerment,” and work with governments and civil society
to design laws, policies, programs, and services needed to effectively implement standards
and truly benefit women and girls worldwide; and (3) undertake operational activities to
support member states, upon their request, in translating global norms and standards into
legislation, policies, and strategies at the regional and country levels.27 Numerous gender
experts argue that this triple mandate is too broad and vague, making it difficult to discern
what UN Women is trying to accomplish. UN Women needs to clarify its core goals, the
rationale behind them, and how it will measure and define success. UN Women could look
to UNFPA for a potential model. In 2018, UNFPA articulated a three-zero vision: zero
unmet need for contraception, zero preventable maternal deaths, and zero gender-based
violence and harmful practices, such as child marriage and female genital mutilation, with
a 2030 deadline. 28 The vision is clear and concise and provides a built-in metric by which
to measure success.

▪ Encourage enhanced support from a broader range of member states. UN Women was
established in the wake of the financial crisis in 2010, which caused it to suffer from
“reductions in contributions from donors to UN organizations across the board and
shrinking official development assistance budgets in general, leaving little room for
budget increases for UNWomen.”29 Financial contributions have only increased modestly
since then. Today, just a handful of countries make meaningful contributions. In
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particular, UN Women should seek increased regular, or “core,” resources. Regular
resources—rather than program- or issue-specific contributions—give UN women the
“stability to plan and achieve long-term objectives and the flexibility to realize short-term
goals.”30 For example, regular resources allowed UN Women to immediately respond to
the COVID-19 crisis. In 2019, the share of regular resource contributions fell
significantly—to 29 percent from 39 percent in 2018. This marked the first time in the
history of the entity that regular resources fell below the global Funding Compact
threshold of 30 percent.31 Although UN Women was able to reverse this decline in 2020,
it cannot necessarily continue to do so. Furthermore, the top regular resource
contribution in 2020 was made by Finland—for a total of $20.2 million.32 The ninth and
tenth largest donors—Canada and Australia, respectively—each gave $4.6 million.33 UN
Women will never be able to effectively address the myriad challenges facing women and
girls around the world if the bulk of its funding continues to come in “project by project,
issue by issue,” because “gender equality by its nature requires a broader lens, one
equipped to see all of the pieces that influence or hinder progress, and calibrate the right
combinations of responses.”34

▪ Forcefully advocate for gender equality at every opportunity across the UN system. The new
executive director of UNWomen should use her stature as an undersecretary-general and
her seat on the secretary-general’s executive committee to address gender equality
whenever possible across the UN system and with member states, particularly those
where backsliding on gender equality is most pronounced. The past decade has
demonstrated that reaching consensus with those determined to roll back hard-fought
gains is not possible. UN Women should stand for gender equality without equivocation.
As articulated in a letter to Dr. Bahous from current UN Women and former UNIFEM
staff, “UN Women’s task is to disrupt patriarchal power in the UN, in count ries, and
internationally, via the ways it delivers support, programs and policy initiatives.” 35

▪ Strengthen regional/country offices. UN Women should strengthen and build the capacity
of its regional and country offices, ensuring that they have empowered and highly
qualified staff to provide technical and other support to governments and frontline civil -
society organizations. This is even more urgent if country and regional offices are to bear
the responsibility of helping commitment makers achieve and track ambitious targets set
at the Generation Equality Forum. Furthermore, UN Women should work to strengthen
and build the capacity of UN regional and country offices—beyond those of UNWomen—
so they are better equipped to effectively advocate on gender. In particular, this should
focus on bolstering the capacity of UN resident coordinators (RCs), who are the highest -
ranking representatives of the UN development system at the country level. UNDP and
UNICEF previously affirmed that they see the need for RCs to have a “stronger
coordination and convening role in the UN’s work on . . . gender equality.”36

▪ Elevate the role of civil society within UN Women . UNWomen has recognized the important
contributions of civil society and strengthened ties between CSOs and nat ional
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governments. Yet UN Women needs to do more to engage CSOs to build trust and make
clear that their input is vital to UN Women’s success. As such, it should consider a more
formal role for civil society within the organization, including through a recommendation
by former UN Women and UNIFEM staff that the Executive Director “propose giving
formal representation to feminist civil society groups” on UN Women’s executive board
and that “women’s rights activists” be represented on the bureau responsible for
facilitating the annual CSW.”37 Opponents of gender equality have proven that they will
use every tool at their disposal to roll back rights. UN Women should lead by example,
exploring all opportunities to elevate and empower those working for change on the front
lines.
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Generation Equality: AnOpportunity for Real Progress

Last year, UNWomen—in coordination with the governments of France andMexico—convened an
ambitious and unconventional effort to accelerate gender equality over the next five years. The
Generation Equality Forum, which was held in two sessions—the first in Mexico inMarch 2021 and
the second in France in June and July 2021—was a departure from traditional intergovernmental
convenings held to address gender equality. Unlike previous forums, it was held outside the confines
of the UN system and brought diverse voices to the table, including UN Agencies; international
organizations and governments; philanthropic organizations; the private sector; and feminist, youth,
and LGBTQ+ organizations. Ultimately, participants made approximately one thousand voluntary
commitments and pledged $40 billion to address gender equality.38 Notably, many ambitious pledges
came from the private sector—including a commitment of more than $100 million from PayPal to
advance financial inclusion and economic empowerment for women and girls around the world39—
indicating that multilateralism has undergone a profound shift to elevate private-sector power
alongside governments.

GenerationEqualitywas not universally welcomed. BeforeCOVID-19disrupted in-person events,
the forum was originally scheduled for the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 1995 Fourth World
Conference for Women, where the landmark Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action was
adopted.40 Critics argue that rather than holding a conference to encourage voluntary commitments,
participants should have gathered to secure enhanced legal and policy commitments to hold
governments accountable, potentially through a FifthWorld Conference. Yet the forum reflected the
reality that securingmore progressive binding legal and policy commitments on gender equality than
those in the BeijingDeclarationwould have been all but impossible given the resurgence of regressive
actors.UNWomenand those involved inpromulgating the forumrecognized that thisunconventional
approach represented amore realistic opportunity tomake progress toward the 2030 SDGs.

However, today, many experts who strongly supported the forum are rightly concerned that the
effort is losing momentum. A summary brief outlining all elements of the accountability framework
and comprehensive dashboard of commitments is now scheduled for release at the 2022Commission
on the Status of Women—more than eight months after the Paris forum. Many civil-society
organizations are frustrated at the difficulty of meaningful participation, particularly given the focus
on localization for gender equality initiatives. These organizations, and governments not originally
part of the action coalition leadership structure, have been left out of meaningful involvement in
establishing the governance structure. Concerns have emerged about the accuracy of the $40 billion
pledge figure, as has fear that many commitmentswill not be honored.

Despite these concerns, theGeneration Equality Forumhas the potential to create amore inclusive
convening platform, an innovative accountability framework, and a pipeline for a transformative
commitment of resources. For these reasons—rather than focusing on its potential shortfalls or
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arguing for new entities to assume the mantle of furthering gender equality—the focus should be on
ensuringGeneration Equality’s success.

G ENERAT ION EQUAL I T Y : A MORE INC LUS I V E MOD EL

Given its multistakeholder model and ambitious commitments, Generation Equality could revitalize
the global architecture for gender equality so it is more inclusive and results oriented. Because the
forum was not a traditional intergovernmental process, conservative and reactionary voices did not
have an opportunity to stall progress or roll back hard-fought gains. Instead, forum participants have
been encouraged to identify ambitious goals that could grow in scope over time and towelcome being
held to account for those commitments by a larger group of stakeholders.

Notably, the forum established six action coalitions and an associatedGlobal Acceleration Plan for
Gender Equality, covering a critical and progressive range of issues, including gender-based violence;
economic justice and rights; bodily autonomy and sexual and reproductive health and rights; feminist
action for climate justice; technology and innovation for gender equality; and feministmovements and
leadership, with accompanying goals and targets to measure success. The forum also launched a
compact on Women, Peace, and Security and Humanitarian Action (WPS-HA). The WPS-HA
Compact calls for redesigning peace and security and humanitarian processes to “systematically and
meaningfully include women and girls—including peace-builders, refugees, other forcibly displaced
and stateless women and girls—in the decisions that affect their lives.”41

The scope of issues covered by the six action coalitions helped foster a broad alliance with
participants making laudable pledges. For instance, theWest African governments of Benin, Burkina
Faso,Guinea,Mali,Niger, andTogo “committed toproviding free health care to pregnantwomen and
children under the age of five, and to taking legislative and socialmeasures to end harmful norms such
as female genital mutilation and childmarriage.”42 TheUnited States announced the establishment of
the Gender Equity and Equality Action Fund—with $100million in fiscal year 2021 and a request of
$200million for fiscal year2022—to advanceeconomic security forwomenandgirls globally, prevent
and respond to gender-based violence, and support underserved andmarginalized populations.43 The
World Bank, the private sector, and philanthropic organizations alsomade substantial commitments,
pledging to tacklemyriad issues.44

To build on thismomentum, the gender community should focus on sustaining the broad coalition
necessary to realize the vision and commitments of the Generation Equality Forum, strengthening
networks, seeking new commitment makers, and identifying opportunities for collaboration. Falling
short of its stated objectives would fuel cynicism that multilateral convenings on gender tend to
produce lofty rhetoric without meaningful results. Success could cause a paradigm shift—making
tangible progresswhile demonstrating an effective, pragmatic, andmore inclusive global architecture.
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ENSUR ING THAT THE GENERAT ION EQUAL I T Y FORUM
DEL I V ER S

To guaranteeGeneration Equality succeeds, UNWomen should do the following:

▪ Urgently work to restore confidence in theGeneration Equality process.Challenges related to the conference,
coupledwith the delay between the last forum in France in July 2021 and the release of an accountability
frameworkandgovernancestructure,hassignificantlyerodedsupportandenthusiasmfortheGeneration
Equalityprocess.Manyadvocatesandmemberstatesarefrustratedabout short deadlines in therun-up to
the events. The conference presented barriers to participation in terms of language, variance in
technological capacity, and access for the disabled community. Since the last forum, more than eight
months have gone bywith little communication or follow-up. There is a real and growing sense that the
forumcouldhavebeen just another shinymomentor fundraisingprocess forUNWomenwithout aclear
visiontocreateandsustainaroadmapforsuccess.UNWomenshouldhastentorestorefaithintheprocess.
They also need to be more communicative and transparent with participants about what has led to the
delays thus far, and outline what resources they need for an effective and productive process going
forward—onethat ensuresdecisionscanbeswiftlymadeand implemented.

▪ Articulatea clear vision for theGenerationEqualityForumandcommit to follow-on events.UNWomenshould
articulate abold five-yearvision forGenerationEqualitywith clear expectations andbuilt-in timelines for
commitmentmakers.Settingexpectationsnowforregularcheck-insandat leastonesignificant follow-on
eventwill help generate thismomentumand increase enthusiasm for follow-through. Future convenings
can amplify commitments that are succeeding, elevate new leaders, foster collaboration and share best
practicesbetween forumparticipants, andencouragenewparticipationandadditional commitments.UN
Women could also consider other moments to leverage and help build momentum toward an official
milestone event, including the upcoming Our Common Agenda summit or 2023 Women Deliver
Conference.WomenDeliver has already stated that it intends to serve as an “important policy moment
and accountabilitymechanism following a numberof commitments that havebeenmade around gender
equality at international forums, including theGenerationEqualityForum.”45

▪ Build an effectiveadvocacy campaign to sustainmomentum.MaintainingenthusiasmforGenerationEquality
over the coming years and soliciting new commitments will require a sophisticatedmedia and outreach
campaign, one truly global in scale that can effectively compel action by a diverse audience—from the
private sector to local civil-society organizations. UN Women should think creatively, potentially
partnering with media and marketing experts with a proven track record of effective international
campaignsandincorporatingsocialmedia,video,podcasts,andothermultimediafocusedongenderequity
and the goals of Generation Equality. This campaign could involve national governments and others
committed to the success of the Generation Equality Forum and provide opportunities for local and
grassrootsorganizationstoconnect to thecampaign.

▪ Establish an innovative and inclusive governance structure and accountability mechanism.UNWomen should
immediately establish an inclusive governance structure that reflects the breadth and diversity of the
Forum’smultistakeholder participation. The structure should have strong and transparent accountability
mechanisms that include achievable and regularized timelines. In keeping with Generation Equality’s
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principleof transformation,UNWomenshouldnot try toowntheentireprocess andshould insteadplay
more of a consultative role. In particular, UNWomen should consider innovative models for both the
governance and accountability components, potentially designating one or more qualified outside
organizationstooverseeandtrackprogresstowardcommitmentsandactioncoalitionblueprinttargets. In
addition, any governance and accountability structure should include clearly defined space for CSOs to
independentlyandprogressivelyanalyzecommitments’ implementationthroughshadowreportsorother
mechanisms. The result should be user-friendly, easy to access, and conducive to learning and
collaboration.

▪ Acknowledge commitment makers who meet or exceed commitments with prizes and public recognition.
Generation Equality leaders should publicly honor governments and other actors who meet or exceed
theircommitments in full oron time.Thiscould encourageprivate-sector actorswhowouldwelcomethe
validation of being recognized as a Generation Equality and UN Women leader. Highlighting success
storiesbyregioncouldalsohelpgalvanizeothercountries togroworlaunchnewcommitments.

▪ Considergoodwillambassadorsorotherprominentofficials tohelpholdcommitmentmakers toaccount.Thefive-
yearGenerationEquality timeline is short. Influential ambassadors couldhelp amplify success stories and
encourage new participants to join the Generation Equality effort. UN Women should consider
appointing a small group of prominent individuals—akin to those who are members of the Elders—to
sustainenthusiasmandhelpholdcommitmentmakersaccountable.

▪ EnsurethatUNcountryandregionalofficeshavetrained,resourcedstafftohelprealizecommitments.Stakeholders
have articulated that any accountability framework “needs to create opportunities for localization and
regional-level conversation but not impose procedures or structures that would be too burdensome or
would jeopardize the safety of women human rights defenders in hostile contexts. UNWomen country
and regional offices need to be engaged and actively support this work.”46 By almost every account, UN
Women field staff are overburdened by current responsibilities or are precluded from taking on new
responsibilities because they are committed to a specific project orprogram.Making suremember states
canrealizecommitmentsis integral tothesuccessoftheforumand,morebroadly, totheattainmentofUN
Women’s agenda and theSDGs.UNWomenneeds to ensure trained and resourced staff are in place for
thispurpose.

▪ Ensure that civil society has the resources to fully participate in and support Generation Equality. The lack of
adequate funding for CSOs following the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing
underminedmomentumforgenderequality.47 Toensure thisdoesnothappenagain,GenerationEquality
leaders and other donors should support every opportunity—including by considering establishing a
pooled fund—to bring civil-society members together over the next five years to build networks, share
expertise, and help sustain momentum around the forum. This should also include ensuring that CSOs
havetheresourcestoparticipate intheformalGenerationEqualitygovernancestructureandtoimplement
their statedcommitments.
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A Vital Role for the United States

TheU. S. government has a vital role to play in strengthening the international architecture for gender
equality. Criticisms of theUnited States within the broader gender architecture are well founded. The
United States is one of only a few countries that have failed to ratify CEDAW, and it has had
administrations and majorities in Congress hostile to both the UN system and gender equality as an
objective, particularly with respect to sexual and reproductive health and rights. However, the role of
theUnitedStates as anorm setter and as the largest donor to theUNsystemmeans it retains anoutsize
global reach and convening power. Furthermore, it has a vested interest in seeingUNWomen and the
GenerationEqualityForumsucceed, notonly toadvancegender equality but also tohelp address other
priorities including climate change, the alleviation of global poverty, and improved global health
outcomes.

Recently, theWhite House signaled a renewed commitment by launching its National Strategy on
Gender Equity and Equality, a wide-ranging and ambitious document aimed at tackling challenges
both in the United States and abroad. The international component is significant in scope, promising
that the U.S. government will address and prioritize myriad issues—including such considerations as
land and inheritance citizenship rights; unequal access to education; improved safety and
transportation for girls traveling to and from school; access to better-paying jobs; and improved
protections for workers in the informal economy.48 Progress toward the Joe Biden administration’s
objectives will require a significant diplomatic effort and the participation of trained staff in every
bureau, embassy, and mission at the State Department, the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID), andother relevant agencies. Itwill also requirenew resources, including those
that enable embassies to do genderwork in their host countries and that provide support to grassroots
organizations and civil society.

If theUnited States can successfully implement and adequately resource its strategy, it wouldmark
a significant shift in moving gender equality from rhetoric to reality, both at home and abroad. The
U.S. government should also consider the following actions to help strengthen the international
architecture for gender equality:

▪ Increase its contribution to UN Women and deepen involvement. The Biden administration should
prioritize its involvementwithUNWomen andmake a robust commitment to its success, bringing
theUnited States in linewith leading donors to the entity. TheUnited States is the top donor to the
United Nations, but it was only the eleventh largest donor overall to UN Women in 2020, with
contributions totaling approximately $19 million.49 The U.S. Strategy to Advance Gender Equity
andEquality states that theU.S. governmentwill “partnerwithmultilateral institutions and support
other global efforts to advance gender equity and equality.”50 By increasing its contribution to UN
Women so that it is in linewith the topmember state donors, theUnitedStateswould send a strong
signal that it is serious about this commitment, while also gaining standing to encourage other
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countries—including those who have not typically made significant commitments—to follow suit.
Furthermore, the U.S. government should consider encouraging UNWomen to reopen its liaison
office inWashington,DC.

▪ Work with Congress to build support for international participation. The Biden administration should
work with Congress to build enduring support for increased funding for UN Women. At a
minimum, the United States should become one of the top donors for UNWomen. By increasing
the regular resource commitment, the United States could help strengthen regional and country
offices run by UN Women around the world. Staff could, in turn, help provide the technical
expertise essential for realizing the commitmentsmade at theGeneration Equality Forum.

▪ Build stronger connections with civil society. The Biden administration should establish amore formal
role for civil society on gender equality to facilitatemore robust information sharing. Specifically, it
should consider establishing an advisory committee on gender equality. One model to consider is
the Advisory Committee on Voluntary Foreign Assistance.51 Such an effort would send a strong
message internationally that the U.S. government values the input of civil society, which is
particularly important as space for civil society continues to shrink around the globe. The United
States should ensure organizations representing youth and minority groups participate, as well as
organizations focused on strengthening the relationship between the U.S. government and the
United Nations. It should hold regular meetings to seek feedback on current Biden administration
initiatives, while also welcoming input for newpriorities.

BO LS TER ING U . S . GOVE RNMENT SU P PORT FOR GENERAT ION
EQUAL I T Y

The U.S. government under the Donald Trump administration was notably absent from
preparations for the Generation Equality Forum. The Biden administration has an opportunity to
make up lost ground by offering to cohost a possible 2023 check-in event for Generation Equality
with a country from theGlobal South. Doing sowould send a robust signal that theUnited States is
committed to realizing the ambitious goals set at the forum, while establishing the United States as
a leader onbehalf of gender equality. This doesnotmean any forumor eventwouldhave to behosted
in the United States; rather, the United States could consider a location that would guarantee the
maximum participation of participants from the Global South. Alternatively, the United States
could alsomake a significant financial contribution for this purpose.

Furthermore, although leadership of the Generation Equality action coalitions has been
established, the U.S. government should select one ormore coalitions in which to play an active and
substantive role. These selections could reinforce the priorities embedded in the U.S. Strategy to
Advance Gender Equity and Equality. Furthermore, the United States should work to make
meaningful commitments across all six action coalitions and set an example by regularly sharing
progress toward its stated goals.52 To date, the United States has made important commitments
under three action coalitions, including gender-based violence, economic justice and rights, and
bodily autonomy and sexual and reproductive health and rights. Examples of U.S. commitments
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include working to reauthorize and strengthen the Violence Against Women Act—dramatically
increasing the U.S. investment in care infrastructure, including a $400 billion investment in
expanding access to home- or community-based care—and proposing a $3 billion investment to
further address the maternal health crisis in the United States.53 The United States should make
additional commitments in support of the remaining three coalitions—climate justice, technology
and innovation for gender equality, and feminist movements and leadership.
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Conclusion

The international architecture dedicated to gender equality is still relatively new and needs continued
reform and innovation. Doing so requires strengthening entities such as UNWomen and initiatives
such as theGeneration Equality Forum rather than creating new institutions. Although countries and
other multilateral actors should always consider innovative strategies to further gender equality,
successfully implementing the many ambitious commitments made to date is particularly imperative
at this moment, given the urgency and breadth of gender equality challenges around the world.
Successful implementation would lend meaningful support on the ground and demonstrate that the
international gender equity infrastructure can deliver results. To achieve such results, governments
and other actors need to better prioritize and resource UNWomen andmake amultifaceted effort to
ambitiously realize their Generation Equality Forum commitments.
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