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Foreword  

Achieving gender equality and empowerment of women and girls have long been 
Commonwealth priorities, and our member countries collectively are committed to 
promoting rights-based approaches in these as in all areas of Commonwealth 
cooperation. 

In recent years we have seen women achieving greater representation in leadership 
roles in the Commonwealth. There is greater awareness of gender gaps in labour and 
pay, and wider recognition that sexual harassment in any form is unacceptable. 
These are encouraging developments, yet it is still necessary for there to be 
sustained attention and focus on eliminating all inequalities between women and 
men in every aspect of social, civic, and economic life, including on specific areas 
such as the impact of climate change. 

Building on the foundations of a range of treaties, conventions and other 
commitments towards greater gender equality, our Commonwealth Charter 
recognises that gender equality and empowerment of women and girls are essential 
components of human development and basic human rights. The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals bring global 
recognition to the vital role of women in economic, social and political progress, and 
the need for their full and equal participation and leadership in all areas of 
sustainable development. The Commonwealth adds distinctive value and helps to 
embed positive change through the depth and breadth of connection that flourishes 
among the people of our member nations, and the institutions that serve them. 

At the 2018 Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) our leaders 
reaffirmed collective Commonwealth commitment to gender equality and 
empowerment of women and girls, and “committed to ratifying and implementing 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), through legislation, policies and programmes that mainstream and 
promote gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls in social, 
economic and political life”. 

The Commonwealth Secretariat has long been a pioneer in promoting women’s rights 
and gender equality, notably engaging during the 1976-1985 UN Decade for Women, 
and with a particular focus on gender mainstreaming since the 4th UN World 
Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. In our Commonwealth Secretariat Strategic 
Plan 2017/18-2020/21, gender mainstreaming is a cross-cutting outcome, and we are 
firmly committed to integrating gender equality and the empowerment of women 
and girls as broadly as possible into our policies, frameworks, programmes and 
projects for inclusive growth and sustainable development. 

Working alongside the governments of our member countries, the Commonwealth 
Secretariat has an important function to fulfil in assisting with the implementation 
of measures to mainstream gender equality in accordance with our Commonwealth 
Charter and in alignment with the SDGs. We do so by offering guidance and advice 
within the context of parliamentary and local government systems, human rights and 
legislative frameworks, economic and social protection programmes, and on the 
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delivery of public services such as health, education and youth provision. Through 
this engagement that the Commonwealth Secretariat has immensely valuable entry 
points for deepening and accelerating adoption and implementation of measures to 
advance gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls.  

By setting out afresh and with renewed clarity both the overarching direction and 
detail of our Commonwealth Secretariat Gender Equality Policy and the ways by 
which they are implemented, this document reaffirms our institutional commitment 
to strengthening and broadening our engagement to promote gender equality and 
the empowerment of women and girls.  

 

Rt Hon Patricia Scotland QC 
Commonwealth Secretary-General 
 
21 October 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

4 

 

Table of Contents  

Foreword 

1. Introduction ................................................................................. 5 

1.1 Rationale ................................................................................ 5 

1.2 Background .............................................................................. 6 

1.3 Compliance and concurrence with the international gender and 
development agenda .......................................................................... 6 

1.4 Guiding principles ...................................................................... 7 

2. Goal, Purpose and Objectives ........................................................... 8 

2.1 Goal ...................................................................................... 8 

2.2 Purpose .................................................................................. 8 

2.3 Specific objectives..................................................................... 8 

3. Oversight and Coordination of Gender Mainstreaming ............................ 9 

3.1 Coordination and monitoring role of the Gender Section ...................... 9 

4. Gender Equality Policy Measures ....................................................... 9 

4.1 Leadership ............................................................................. .9 

4.2 Policy formulation and strategic planning ........................................ 10 

4.3 Organisational structure, systems and processes ............................... 10 

4.4 Projects and programmes ........................................................... 12 

4.5 Performance monitoring, evaluation and accountability ...................... 13 

ANNEX 1 Concepts and definitions 

 
Table of Figures 

Figure 1: Guiding Commitments, Principles and Values relating to Gender Equality ..........8 

Figure 2: Gender Mainstreaming and the Project Cycle ........................................ 133 

 

 

 



 

5 

 

Introduction  

“Gender” refers to the social attributes and opportunities associated with being male and 
female and the relationships among and between women, men, girls and boys. These are 
socially constructed and are learned through socialisation processes. They are context- and 
time-specific and changeable.1 The Commonwealth’s commitment to achieving gender 
equality follows from previous mandates by the Commonwealth Heads of Government 
Meetings and more recently in 2015 in Malta, and gender priorities endorsed by Ministers at 
the eleventh Commonwealth Meeting of Women’s Affairs Ministers hosted by the 
Government of Samoa in September 2016. 
 
This Gender Equality Policy (GEP) is an update to the original 2012 GEP which provides the 
Commonwealth Secretariat2 with a mandate and framework for realising this commitment 
through mainstreaming gender equality and equity into its policies, structures, systems and 
operations.3 It is intended to strengthen and guide the collective effort of all Secretariat 
staff to ensure that women, men, girls and boys benefit equally from their work; and that 
inequalities are not perpetuated. Its ultimate goal is to support the achievement of gender 
equality as a means of achieving democracy, peace, sustainable development and poverty 
eradication in the Commonwealth. 
 
This policy document outlines the gender equality principles, goals, objectives and policy 
measures that should guide the Secretariat’s work. A Gender Mainstreaming Strategy sets 
out the specific roles, responsibilities, strategies, activities and indicators for effective 
implementation and monitoring of the policy across the Commonwealth Secretariat. The 
Gender Mainstreaming Strategy’s Results Framework shall provide a system for tracking 
implementation, planning for the filling of gaps in implementation, and regularly and 
transparently reporting on the status of implementation internally and to all relevant 
governing bodies including the Board of Governors and in the biennial Reports of the 
Secretary-General. 

Rationale 

Gender equality is a basic human right and fundamental principle of the Commonwealth.4 It 
is also widely recognised to have broad and positive implications for the Commonwealth’s 
goals of eradicating poverty, promoting economic growth and sustainable, peaceful 
development. A wealth of evidence suggests that, given an enabling cultural and legal 
context, better educated women can undertake higher-value economic activity; markets are 
more competitive if women entrepreneurs can use their talents; and greater gender equality 
in education and employment leads to a more productive workforce, which in turn leads to 

                                                             
1 Adapted from UNDP (2008) Empowered and Equal: UNDP Gender Equality Strategy 2008-2011 
2 The Commonwealth Secretariat, hereafter also called “the Secretariat”, refers to the whole office of the Commonwealth 
Secretariat in London including the Office of the Secretary General; the Deputy and Assistant Secretaries-General; and all 
other Divisions. 
3Gender Equality is defined as the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women, men, girls and boys. Gender 
Equity is defined as fairness of treatment for men and women, according to their respective needs. See Annex 1 for full 
glossary of terms. 
4 Commonwealth Secretariat (2005). 
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increased investment and growth.5 Increasing women’s access to education and employment 
opportunities as well as other political, financial and natural resources, has also been shown 
to alleviate poverty and hunger, and improve maternal and child health.6  
 
This indicates that mainstreaming a gender equality perspective into the practices, policies 
and programmes of the Secretariat, and encouraging cross-divisional collaboration, will 
enhance the impact of the Secretariat’s programme of assistance to member countries. On 
a practical level, it will enable the Secretariat to leverage multiple budgets, both within the 
Secretariat and among a broad range of international partners, including the private sector, 
to extend its influence on gender equality.  
 
Recognising this, the Commonwealth Secretariat Strategic Plan 2017 – 2020 includes gender 
equality mainstreaming as one of three cross-cutting outcomes and a critical pre-condition 
for achieving its development goals across all Divisions. As such, the policy measures set out 
in this document are binding on all staff. 
 
Background 
 
The Commonwealth Secretariat has established leadership in promoting gender equality and 
gender mainstreaming.  It has led the way on challenging issues such as women’s leadership 
and representation in politics and peace-building processes; gender-responsive budgeting; 
and the improvement of women’s rights to land and other resources through the law.  
 
It is proposed that the implementation of this Gender Equality Policy,7 which will be led by 
a pro-active leadership, will  

• enhance the understanding among staff of critical linkages between gender and 
other policy and programme priorities;  

• focus on enhancing the skills of staff in analysing issues, as well as developing  
programmes and projects from a gender equality perspective through gender 
mainstreaming;  

• increase commitment within and across Divisions to identify, design, implement, 
monitor and report on gender equality results; and 

• contribute to enhanced gender equality within the Secretariat and to improved 
impact of the Secretariat’s assistance through effective gender mainstreaming.  
 

1.1 Compliance and concurrence with the international gender and development 
agenda 

This GEP also serves as a tool for internal harmonisation and alignment with international 
instruments and commitments of Member States on gender equality and women’s rights 
(Figure 1), which include:  

                                                             
5 Bloom, D.E. and D. Canning (2008); Klasen, S. And F. Lammanna (2008); Seguino, S. and S. Floro (2003) cited in Ward et al. 
(2010). 
6 Ward et al. (2010). 
7 This policy will be supported by guidelines as well as a monitoring system to track gender equality results and progress. 
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i. The United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (1979);  

ii. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989); 
iii. The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966); 
iv. The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966); 
v. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995) and outcome 

documents associated with follow up meetings Beijing+5 (2000), Beijing +10 
(2005) and Beijing +15 (2010);  

vi. The United Nations Security Council Resolutions 1325 (2000) and 1820 (2008) 
on Women, Peace and Security (2000);  

vii. Commonwealth Charter (2013); 
viii. Commonwealth Kigali Declaration (2015);  
ix. Commonwealth 11WAMM Apia Communique and the four priorities on gender 

equality; and 
x. The Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (2015-2030) 

 

1.2  Guiding principles 

Implementation of the GEP will be guided by the Commonwealth’s core values and 
fundamental principles of international peace and security; democracy; good governance 
and the rule of law; human rights; gender equality; tolerance, respect and understanding; 
freedom of expression; economic and social development. Heads of Government committed 
themselves to these principles in the Harare Commonwealth Declaration of 1991, and 
reaffirmed them at the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meetings in 2009, 2011, 2013, 
2015 and 2018.  
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Figure 1: Guiding Commitments, Principles and Values relating to Gender Equality

 

 

2. Goal, Purpose and Objectives 
 

2.1 Goal  

The goal of the Gender Equality Policy is to ensure that the Commonwealth Secretariat’s 
programmes of assistance support gender equality, women’s rights and women’s 
empowerment for sustainable development in member countries.  

2.2 Purpose  

To strengthen the policy and operational framework of the Commonwealth Secretariat to 
promote gender equality and mainstreaming in its internal systems and processes as well 
as programmes of assistance.  

2.3 Specific objectives 

The policy aims:  
• To explicitly outline the Secretariat’s commitment to gender equality.  
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• To provide a clear mandate for effectively mainstreaming gender into policy 
formulation, strategic planning, project and programme development and 
implementation, performance monitoring, reporting and decision-making at all 
levels. 

• To promote a gender-responsive organisational culture. 
 

3. Oversight and Coordination of Gender Mainstreaming  

The Secretariat’s efforts to mainstream gender will be supported by management at all 
levels.  Overall responsibility for ensuring the implementation of the Gender Policy lies with 
the Office of the Secretary General. In particular, the Senior Management Committee and 
the Senior Management Group will have a key role to play in actively supporting and valuing 
the policy and providing leadership for gender mainstreaming. Senior Directors will lead the 
implementation of the policy within their divisions. A Committee for Gender Equality also 
known as the Gender Group has been established to support the efforts to drive and monitor 
the mainstreaming processes and outcomes as outlined under the Gender Results 
Framework. 
 

3.1 Coordination and monitoring role of the Gender Section 

The Commonwealth Secretariat’s Gender Section will coordinate the implementation of 
gender mainstreaming and provide consistent technical support and capacity-building 
services across the organisation.  This will involve cross-divisional collaboration on the 
integration of gender issues into policy, strategic planning, and project design. 
 
 

4. Gender Equality Policy Measures  

 
The Gender Equality Policy measures, clustered into five categories reflecting the 
Secretariat’s organisational structure, are binding on all staff.  They are intended to ensure 
that the Secretariat’s internal practices and ways of working reflect its commitment to 
gender equality and women’s empowerment. The clusters are:  
 

• Leadership;  
• Policy formulation and strategic planning;  
• Organisational structure, systems and processes;  
• Projects and programmes; and 
• Performance monitoring, evaluation and accountability. 

 

4.1 Leadership 

In providing strategic direction to, and leadership for gender mainstreaming across the 
Secretariat, the Senior Management Committee and the Senior Management Group will:  
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i. Encourage and actively promote a gender-aware and -responsive 
organisational culture that values gender equality, and is free from the 
gender biases and stereotypes that perpetuate inequality.8  

ii. Adapt organisational structure, systems, processes and accountability 
mechanisms as necessary in order to remove barriers to and create the 
necessary incentives (both formal and informal) for effective gender 
mainstreaming. 

iii. Ensure that sufficient human and financial resources are committed to 
gender mainstreaming at Divisional level and that resource allocations 
to achieve gender equality can be tracked. 

iv. Monitor and evaluate gender-related performance and outcomes and 
use this information to inform strategic decision-making. 

v. Guide and monitor the implementation of the Gender Policy through 
the Gender Group. 

 
 

4.2 Policy formulation and strategic planning 

    In developing its Policies and Strategic Plans, the Secretariat shall: 

i. Ensure that all policy formulation and strategic planning processes 
reflect the Commonwealth’s gender equality commitments, including 
those set out in the Commonwealth Priorities for Gender Equality 2017 
– 2020; gender-specific mandates from CHOGM and Ministerial; and 
international commitments outlined in Figure 1.  

ii. Ensure that policy formulation and strategic planning are informed by 
adequate gender analysis, and consider the different concerns, 
capacities, contributions and needs of women and men, as well as the 
likely impact of the policy or plan on gender equality.  

iii. Explicitly articulate expected gender equality results and provide 
associated, measurable indicators in all strategic plans.  

iv. Ensure that the Commonwealth Priorities for Gender Equality 2017 - 
2020 is perceived as a key document, relevant to the work of all 
Divisions, which is implemented.  

 

4.3 Organisational structure, systems and processes  

The Secretariat shall ensure that its organisational structure, systems and processes 
support the implementation of the Gender Equality Policy by: 

i. Ensuring that Human Resources policies, procedures and practices 
promote a gender-sensitive organisational culture and ensure non-
discrimination and equality of opportunity for women and men at all 
levels of the organisation. 

ii. Incorporating a gender perspective into the organisation’s financial 
management and accounting policies, systems and practices, and 

                                                             
8 This may require taking the necessary steps to educate staff in order to change values, attitudes and perceptions. 
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ensuring that revenues and expenditures are structured in a way that 
promotes gender equality. Specifically, a system for tracking gender-
related expenditure across the organisation will be established.  

iii. Ensuring that results-based management systems and processes 
facilitate the extraction of sex-disaggregated results data and their use 
to inform strategic planning and decision-making.  

iv. Ensuring gender mainstreaming guidelines are developed and 
implemented to promote gender equality through effective 
programme/project design and implementation. 

v. Providing gender sensitisation, analysis and mainstreaming training to 
all Secretariat staff to develop their awareness of gender issues and 
build their capacity for integrating gender equality into their work and 
implementing the Commonwealth Secretariat Strategic Plan and the 
Commonwealth Priorities for Gender Equality 2017-2020. This will also 
include measures to follow the accepted ‘twin-track’ approach of 
focusing both on women as a separate target in programme delivery and 
addressing the inequalities between women and men in overall 
programming. 

vi. Emphasising the importance of gender equality and promoting non-
stereotypical representation of women and men, boys and girls in the 
language, policies, processes and practices of the Secretariat’s 
communications. 

vii. Ensuring that legal counsel and advice consider gender equality issues 
in all matters.   

viii. Appointing dedicated Gender Equality “Champions” in each Division to 
act as information focal points and coordinators for gender 
mainstreaming processes. 

ix. Ensuring gender equality forms part of the appraisal systems for all 
staff. 
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4.4 Projects and programmes  
 
 

In planning, designing and implementing its projects and programmes, the Secretariat shall: 

i. Adopt strategies targeted at empowering women alongside 
interventions that seek to transform gender relations and ensure 
equitable participation and benefit by women and men. 

ii. Ensure proper reflection of the Commonwealth’s gender equality 
commitments as set out in international law, the Commonwealth 
Priorities for Gender Equality 2017 – 20 and gender-specific CHOGM and 
Ministerial mandates. 

iii. Be informed by adequate gender analysis, including consideration of the 
different concerns, capacities, contributions and needs of women and 
men, as well as the likely impact of programmes and projects on gender 
equality.  

iv. Articulate in all Project Design Documents (PDDs) how project outputs 
and activities will contribute to greater gender equality and the 
achievement of the objectives of the Commonwealth Priorities for 
Gender Equality 2017 – 2020. 

v. Assess the design and implementation of projects for the equitable 
participation of both women and men.  

vi. Assess all partnerships and alliances with regional and international 
institutions and initiatives on the basis of their commitment to gender 
equality and alignment with the Gender Equality Policy and the 
Commonwealth Secretariat’s fundamental values and principles. 
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Figure 2: Gender Mainstreaming and the Project Cycle  

 

 
4.5 Performance monitoring, evaluation and accountability 

 

In developing and strengthening its performance monitoring, evaluation and 
accountability, the Secretariat has developed a Gender Results Monitoring and 
Evaluation Framework to: 

i. Integrate an explicit focus on gender equality outputs, outcomes and 
impacts into all project and programme monitoring and reporting 
processes inclusive of the Commonwealth Gender Priorities, 2017-2020. 

ii. Where relevant, disaggregate data on project outputs, outcomes and 
impacts by sex, age, ethnicity, sexuality, disability status and/or any 
other relevant identity markers. 

iii. Establish mechanisms to ensure that Senior Managers are held 
accountable for their Divisions’ progress towards gender equality and 
gender mainstreaming.  

iv. Assess individual performance on the basis of progress towards achieving 
gender equality results. 

v. Encourage knowledge-generation, dissemination and learning about best 
practices in gender mainstreaming between different Divisions, Sections 
and Units within the organisation as well as from external sources. 

Programme/ 
Project Priorities  

Strategic Plan 

Divisions 
SPED  HRD 
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ANNEX 1 

 
Gender 

“Gender” refers to the social attributes and opportunities associated with being male and 
female and the relationships among and between women, men, girls and boys. These 
attributes, opportunities and relationships are socially constructed and are learned through 
socialisation processes. They are context- and time-specific and changeable. Gender 
determines what is expected, allowed and valued in a women or a man in a given context. 
In most societies there are differences and inequalities between women and men in 
responsibilities assigned, activities undertaken, access to and control over resources, as well 
as decision-making opportunities. Gender is part of the broader socio-cultural context. Other 
important criteria for socio-cultural analysis include class, race, poverty level, ethnic group 
and age”.9 

 
Gender equality 

“Gender equality” refers to the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women, 
men, girls and boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will become the same but 
that women’s and men’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on 
whether they are born male or female. Gender equality implies that the interests, needs 
and priorities of both women and men are taken into consideration – recognising the diversity 
of different groups of women and men. Gender equality is not a “women’s issue” but should 
concern and fully engage men as well as women. Equality between women and men are seen 
both as a human rights issue and as a precondition for, and indicator of, sustainable people-
centred development”.10 
 
Gender Equity 
“Gender equity” means fairness of treatment for women and men, according to their 
respective needs. This may include equal treatment or treatment that is different but which 
is considered equivalent in terms of rights, benefits, obligations and opportunities. In the 
development context, a gender equity goal often requires built-in measures to compensate 
for the historical and social disadvantages of women.11 
 
Gender mainstreaming 

“Gender mainstreaming” is the process of assessing the implications for women and men of 
any planned action including legislation, policies or programmes, in any area and at all 
levels. It is a strategy for making the concerns and strategies of women and men an integral 
part of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes 
in all political, economic, and societal spheres, so that women and men can benefit equally, 
and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal of gender mainstreaming is to achieve 
gender equality.12 

                                                             
9 Adapted from UNDP (2008) Empowered and Equal: UNDP Gender Equality Strategy 2008-2011. 
10 Ibid. 
11 IFAD Glossary: http://www.ifad.org/gender/glossary.htm Last accessed, 20th May 2011. 
12 ECOSOC (1997) Report of the Economic and Social Council for the Year 1997, UN 52nd Session, Supp. No. 3 

http://www.ifad.org/gender/glossary.htm
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Women’s empowerment 

“Women’s empowerment” refers to the process of women gaining power and control over 
their own lives. It constitutes an important part of the efforts to bring about equal 
opportunities for men and women and involves awareness raising, building self-
consciousness, expanding choices, increasing access to and control over resources and 
actions to transform the structures and institutions which reinforce and perpetuate gender 
discrimination and inequality.13 

Women's rights 
 
All rights spelled out by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and by the two Human 
Rights Covenants (on Civil and Political Rights as well as on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights) are the rights of every woman. The same applies to all other Human Rights treaties. 
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women deals with 
the ban on any form of discrimination of women in its entirety.  The Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities contains special provisions for women with disabilities in Article 
6: (1) States Parties recognize that women and girls with disabilities are subject to multiple 
discrimination, and in this regard shall take measures to ensure the full and equal enjoyment 
by them of all human rights and fundamental freedoms; and  (2) States Parties shall take all 
appropriate measures to ensure the full development, advancement and empowerment of 
women, for the purpose of guaranteeing them the exercise and enjoyment of the human 
rights and fundamental freedoms set out in the present Convention. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
 
13 Danida (2008) Gender Quality Programming. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark 
 

http://www.claiminghumanrights.org/universal_declaration.html
http://www.claiminghumanrights.org/cedaw.html
http://www.claiminghumanrights.org/icrpd.html
http://www.claiminghumanrights.org/icrpd.html
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