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In 2015, the UN System Staff College (UNSSC) launched the Leadership, Women, and the United 
Nations (LWUN) program to address the need to ensure women’s full and effective participation in 
the UN ecosystem and equal access to leadership opportunities. From 2015 to 2022, more than 700 
women leaders from across the UN system have followed the program, contributing to the expansion 
of universal leadership models and a more gender-sensitive and balanced workplace and culture. 
International organizations (IOs) have come a long way since the early 20th century, when women who 
wanted to join multilateral institutions did not even have the right to vote in their own countries. The 
status of women finally evolved after decades of internal struggle for the recognition of women’s 
rights, more equality, and better representation in international organizations.  

In 1946, the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) established the 
Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), a function commission of dedicated to promoting 
gender equality and women’s empowerment worldwide. The CSW gained public attention in 1975 
when women delegates proposed to inaugurate the International Women’s Year and organized the 
First World Conference on Women in Mexico City. For the first time in history, women delegates 
from 133 member states and thousands of representatives of non-governmental organizations (which 
marked the opening of the United Nations to NGOs) convened to establish institutional guidelines 
for the advancement of women and gender equality. One of the glaring findings of these two weeks 
of cosmopolitan discussions was the severe lack of macroeconomic knowledge about the exact living 
conditions of women around the world. Incomplete statistics used by public or private, national or 
international organizations invisibilized the reality of women’s lives. As a result, most policies failed 
to meet women’s needs. This realization led to the creation of the International Research and Training 
Institute for the Advancement of Women (INSTRAW) and the United Nations Development Fund 
for Women (UNIFEM). In 1988, the first indicators specific to women’s conditions (such as maternal 
mortality, education, and health) were finally included in the general statistics of the World Bank.  

This presentation will tell the story of women’s lobbying throughout the 20th century to gain 
leadership and influence multilateral policy within international organizations. I will emphasize how 
the increasing presence of women international leaders has changed the nature of the debate about 
financial and economic development in international financial institutions. Building on this global 
historical perspective, I will demonstrate why it is important to include women in public institutions, 
the marginal influence they have, and the intellectual contribution women make to finance and 
economics in the multilateral context. 
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