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Abstract 

This paper explores the intersection of the impacts of COVID-19 on women and girls in humanitarian settings 
with the necessity of incorporating female perspectives in decision-making roles within multilateral institutions 
delivering humanitarian aid. Women remain underrepresented in leadership positions in these multilateral institu-
tions. However, increased female participation in leadership roles is linked to greater consideration of women’s needs 
in humanitarian response plans, thereby promoting gender-sensitive recovery efforts. Given COVID-19’s exacerbation 
of preexisting gender disparities in fragile settings, gender-responsive relief measures are crucial in humanitarian con-
texts. With the rising demand for humanitarian aid, prioritizing gender-sensitive and inclusive responses is essential 
for fostering an equitable and resilient post-COVID-19 future.
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Introduction
In recent years, an increasing number of people have 
been impacted by disasters, leading to a growing 
demand for humanitarian aid (Beisou & Van Was-
snhove, 2020, p. 135). The outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic in early 2020 exacerbated the already fragile 
situation in humanitarian settings (Sharma et al. 2020, 
p.1). By 2021, the number of people in need of humani-
tarian assistance and protection had reached 235 mil-
lion, marking the highest number in decades (OCHA 
2022, p. 9). Notably, the global health crisis dispropor-
tionately impacted women and girls in these settings, 
deepening preexisting gender-based inequalities, and 
thereby impeding progress towards achieving SDG 5 
which relates to gender equality (United Nations 2020). 
Despite efforts at local, national, and global levels to 
swiftly address the impacts of COVID-19, “the pan-
demic magnified gender-based disparities faster than 

governments, multi-national organizations, and the 
humanitarian sector could respond.” (Asi et al. 2022, p. 
13). This pivotal moment with unprecedented circum-
stances provides a unique opportunity to examine who 
is leading crisis response efforts in the humanitarian 
sector and the potential impact of their gender on these 
efforts. The global health crisis brought challenges and 
possibilities for women to the forefront of the global 
humanitarian agenda more prominently than ever 
before (Goryunova & Madsen 2024, p. 2), underscor-
ing the timeliness of conducting research on gender 
dynamics in leadership roles in the humanitarian sector. 
Within this sector, it is particularly relevant to examine 
the leaders of intergovernmental organizations, given 
their crucial role in coordinating and providing assis-
tance to populations in humanitarian settings. In addi-
tion, they often set standards, formulate guidelines, and 
devise policies for humanitarian action that have global 
legitimacy (Beigbeder 1991, p. 20). Thus, this article 
seeks to answer the question: How does the COVID-19 
pandemic underscore the importance of women’s repre-
sentation in leadership roles within intergovernmental 
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organizations in the humanitarian sector, particularly 
in ensuring gender-responsive relief and recovery efforts?

While substantial research on the gender gap in 
political leadership positions, such as national govern-
ments and parliament positions (Reifen-Tagar & Saguy 
2021; Bullough et  al.; 2011; Hoyt 2010), as well as in 
business leadership, such as in corporate boards and 
senior management positions (Goryunova & Madsen 
2024; Kroska & Cason 2019), exists, scholarly atten-
tion to female leadership in international organizations 
remains limited (Haack & Karns 2023, p. 140). Simi-
larly, there is a dearth of research on women’s leader-
ship in the humanitarian sector (Patel et al. 2020, p. 11). 
Thus, this article examines gray literature in addition to 
academic sources to investigate how COVID-19 high-
lighted gender disparities within the humanitarian sec-
tor. Moreover, given the constraints in data availability, 
this research primarily serves as a foundational study 
upon which future research can expand to further 
investigate the links between female representation in 
decision-making and the implementation of gender-
sensitive relief and recovery efforts.

The article is divided into three main sections. The 
“From data to theory: understanding the imperative of 
women’s representation in global institutions” section 
establishes the underrepresentation of women in mul-
tilateral institutions and lays the theoretical foundation 
of the paper, emphasizing the significance of women’s 
involvement in decision-making roles, especially within 
these institutions. The “COVID-19, women leader-
ship, and gender inequalities in humanitarian settings” 
section situates the gendered impacts of COVID-19 
in humanitarian settings within this framework. The 
“Reshaping humanitarian response: addressing gender 
disparities and power dynamics in crisis responses” 
section concludes by reflecting on the necessity for the 
humanitarian sector needs to address power imbal-
ances that hinder women’s access to leadership posi-
tions, thereby obstructing equitable and effective aid 
delivery, as highlighted by experiences during the 
pandemic.

From data to theory: understanding the imperative 
of women’s representation in global institutions
To begin, this section illustrates the underrepresenta-
tion of women in leadership positions in global institu-
tions using recent data. Building on this, it delves into the 
theoretical foundations that highlight the significance of 
women’s participation in these positions, before illustrat-
ing the far-reaching consequences of underrepresenta-
tion of women in leadership positions specifically within 
multilateral organizations.

Female underrepresentation in leadership positions 
in global institutions
The humanitarian sector is made up of a diverse range 
of actors, including but not limited to community-based 
organizations, national governments, international non-
governmental organizations, and intergovernmental 
organizations such as United Nations (UN) agencies. The 
UN is widely recognized as the world’s leading humani-
tarian organization (Patel et al. 2020, p. 9). As part of the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform of Action, adopted by 
189 Member States in 1995, signatories committed to 
promoting active women leadership and equal gender 
representation within the UN (Haack et al. 2020, p. 363). 
In 2017, the secretary-general called for strengthened 
efforts to reach gender parity at all levels in the UN Sys-
tem by 2028. While UN Women has reported improve-
ments in terms of gender parity within the UN system, 
the highest concentration of women still exists at the 
entry level, where they constitute 70% of the staff (United 
Nations 2022). At more senior decision-making levels, 
women are underrepresented, only representing 37% of 
the staff, leading to UN system leadership predominantly 
being a “men’s club” (Haack & Karns 2023, p. 149). In the 
humanitarian sector of the UN, recent data reveals that 
out of the 37 current humanitarian coordinators (the sen-
ior-most UN official in a country experiencing a humani-
tarian emergency), only 10 are women, accounting for 
merely 27% (IASC 2024). Across the whole humanitarian 
sector, though women are estimated to constitute more 
than 40% of half a million frontline workers, providing 
lifesaving assistance in emergencies and disaster zones, 
they are still drastically underrepresented in most sen-
ior leadership positions of the sector (Patel et al. 2020, p. 
2). These same patterns of gender disparity in leadership 
positions could be observed in COVID-19 global task 
forces (Van Daalen et  al. 2020, p. 1). For example, only 
five women were invited to join the WHO Emergency 
Committee on COVID-19, thereby constituting less than 
25% of the 21-person group (Women in Global Health 
2020, p. 5).

Advancing women’s representation in leadership
After establishing the underrepresentation of women in 
leadership positions in global institutions, it is pertinent 
to examine theoretical underpinnings that highlight the 
significance of women’s participation in these positions. 
Enhanced representation and involvement of women in 
leadership positions can elevate women’s concerns to the 
forefront of the global agenda, as well as lead to more 
inclusive, diverse, and representative decisions (Patel 
et al. 2020, p. 4). Research in global health has shown that 
when women are included in decision-making positions, 
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they are more inclined to raise human rights and devel-
opment issues, recognizing the structural inequalities 
within peace and health sectors that contribute to dis-
parities in outcomes (Hawkens et  al. 2022, p. 44). Data 
from the Global Response Tracker shows that on aver-
age, countries with more equal gender balance in their 
parliament adopt significantly more gender-sensitive 
measures than those with an unequal gender balance 
(UN Women 2022a, b, p. 26). Further evidence from the 
development sector indicates that increased diversity and 
inclusion leads to macroeconomic growth, efficiency, and 
improved overall regulation (Patel 2020, p. 4). Beyond 
humanitarian and development settings, the inclusion 
of female and diverse perspectives has been shown to 
benefit decision-making processes, through “the disrup-
tion of groupthink, the introduction of novel viewpoints, 
a higher quality of monitoring and management, more 
effective risk management, and robust deliberation” (van 
Daalen et  al. 2020, p. 13). Moreover, the expansion of 
perspectives and enhanced creativity and innovation are 
some of the advantages of equal gender representation in 
decision-making positions (Profeta 2017, p. 34).

Repercussions of gender disparity in leadership positions: 
implications for intergovernmental organizations 
and global gender equality
The consequences of the underrepresentation of women 
in decision-making positions in multilateral organiza-
tions are even more profound. Global institutions are 
powerful players in norm setting, benefiting from global 
legitimacy and representing the diversity of the world’s 
population. Meagher, Singh, and Patel (2020, p. 3) 
emphasize the pivotal role of these institutions in estab-
lishing women’s rights and gender equality as a global 
norm. However, the prevailing standard of male overrep-
resentation in decision-making positions in global bodies 
(such as the UN) perpetuates a biased norm. Challenging 
this norm through equal gender representation in these 
institutions would send a powerful signal on a global 
level, as multilateral institutions represent the voices of 
the international community. Increasing the presence 
of females in leadership roles within intergovernmental 
bodies would reshape perceptions of leadership, which 
are still predominantly viewed as being a man’s domain 
(Haack 2014, p. 2). The underrepresentation of female 
leaders perpetuates a harmful cycle where women’s per-
spectives are marginalized, which further entrenches the 
belief that women are unsuitable for roles, particularly in 
decision-making capacities (Visser 2011, p. 16). This det-
rimentally affects the status of women in society, thereby 
adversely impacting women worldwide. When women’s 
voices are included in bodies representing the interna-
tional community, it sends a clear message that issues 

affecting women cannot be overlooked (van Daalen et al. 
2020, p. 1). Moreover, it serves as a signal that women are 
no less capable of making important decisions than men.

In this context, it is noteworthy to mention the vary-
ing manifestations of traditional gender roles across dif-
ferent regions worldwide. The COVID-19 Global Gender 
Response Tracker developed by UNDP shows that in 
Europe, North America, Australia, and New Zealand, 
women comprise 33% of the COVID-19 taskforces, while 
in Central and Southern Asia, they only constitute 12%. 
The global average of women in COVID-19 task forces 
stands at 24% (UNDP, 2022, p. 23). Various researched 
explanations shed light on why some countries have 
more female leaders than others, encompassing dispari-
ties in values, strength of norms, and gender roles (Min 
Toh & Leonardelli 2012, p. 605). As Emrich, Denmark, 
and Hartog (2004) argue, “One of the most fundamen-
tal ways in which societies differ is in the extent to which 
each prescribes and proscribes different roles for women 
and men” (p. 343). While women are still underrepre-
sented in leadership positions across all countries, these 
cultural differences profoundly influence the accessibil-
ity of leadership positions for women, depending on the 
cultural context they originate from. This presents an 
additional challenge for multilateral institutions, which 
not only must acknowledge the different deeply rooted 
cultural practices limiting female empowerment but also 
take proactive steps to challenge these norms, setting an 
example of a united international community committed 
to promoting equal treatment of genders. Nonetheless, 
the multilateral system with its declarations, conventions, 
and commissions has provided a key voice for women’s 
rights in the past (Meagher, Singh & Patel, 2020, p. 3). 
Ensuring women’s participation in key intergovernmental 
decision-making bodies presents a further way for how 
the multilateral system could profoundly advance wom-
en’s rights globally.

This section has laid the theoretical groundwork, 
emphasizing the importance of women’s participation 
in decision-making positions, particularly within multi-
lateral institutions. The subsequent section expands on 
these insights, examining the implications of the COVID-
19 pandemic in this context.

COVID‑19, women leadership, and gender 
inequalities in humanitarian settings
The primary rationale outlined in the literature advo-
cating for increased female representation in leader-
ship positions across various sectors is the association 
between increased women participation in leadership 
positions and heightened consideration of women’s needs 
(Bali et  al. 2020; Meagher et  al. 2023; Paffenholz 2018; 
van Daalen et al. 2020). The following section will relate 
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the impacts of COVID-19 on women and girls in human-
itarian settings to the need for a female perspective in 
decision-making roles to ensure effective humanitarian 
relief and recovery efforts.

Direct impacts of COVID‑19 on women and girls 
in humanitarian settings
From the onset of the COVID-19 outbreak, it became 
evident that the virus had a gendered impact, dispro-
portionately affecting women and girls (Rani Saker et al. 
2023, p. 1). With women comprising 70% of the front-
line workers in the health sector globally, they face a 
heightened risk of exposure to the virus (WHO, 2021, p. 
2). Additionally burdened as primary caretakers within 
households, women often assume responsibility for car-
ing for sick family members or children, further enhanc-
ing their exposure to the virus (Wenham et al. 2020, p. 1). 
This increased unpaid care work forced some women to 
forgo paid employment, impacting their income. Further, 
movement restrictions, meaning the stay-at-home orders 
and limited access to group gatherings, escalated the risk 
of experiencing domestic violence and limit avenues for 
seeking help in safe environments (Utsa et  al. 2021, p. 
133). In sum, the outbreak of the pandemic and its imme-
diate impacts revealed preexisting gender disparities 
and intensified these, endangering any progress made in 
the last decades in terms of gender equality (Protopsalti 
2021, p. 26).

In the context of conflict settings, the gendered impacts 
of COVID-19 are exacerbated (Donovan 2022, p. 2). 
Swift and effective responses are particularly crucial in 
these fragile settings, characterized by limited resources 
and forced displacement (Lokot & Avakyan 2020, p. 
40). The pandemic compounded existing challenges in 
healthcare delivery in conflict zones, where services are 
already strained, and often, basic needs are difficult to 
meet (Fuhrman et al. 2020, p. 1). Prevalent social norms 
in humanitarian settings also lead to women and girls 
being the last to receive medical assistance when they 
become ill, hindering their access to COVID-19-related 
care, such as testing and treatment (Fuhrman et  al. 
2020, p. 2). Moreover, systems of male hegemony often 
manifest in violence against women, which intensifies 
in humanitarian settings, as ingrained inequalities and 
norms are heightened and multiply in times of crises 
(Stark et al. 2020, p. 2). The increase in domestic violence 
during the outbreak of the pandemic was exacerbated by 
exposure to or threat of violence in public spaces (Dono-
voan 2022, p. 4) For instance, conflict intensified in coun-
tries such as Afghanistan, Yemen, and the Democratic 
Congo in 2020, while West Africa witnessed a 50% surge 
in militia attacks compared to average monthly incidents 
(ibid). The Global Protection Cluster noted an increase 

in gender-based violence due to the impacts of COVID-
19 across 90% of the humanitarian contexts where it was 
active in 2020 (Global Protection Cluster 2020, p. 11). 
The COVID-19 pandemic also notably widened the gap 
between the current state of progress towards the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the targets set 
for 2030 (Beisou et al. 2021, p. 4343). Improving the situ-
ation of women in humanitarian settings as well as ensur-
ing gender-balanced leadership relates to SDG 5, which 
focuses on gender equality and female empowerment 
(United Nations 2020). Ensuring effective humanitar-
ian assistance is thus crucial to address the urgent needs 
of girls and women in conflict-affected areas, thereby 
achieving more progress towards the SDGs and ensuring 
a better and more sustainable future for all.

Understanding the broader impact
Indirect effects of COVID‑19 on women and girls 
in humanitarian settings
While response plans must address the direct impacts 
of public health crises in humanitarian settings, it is 
equally essential to consider the indirect effects. The 
World Health Organization (WHO) has previously 
highlighted that during past epidemics, the focus often 
shifted to emergency responses, resulting in the neglect 
of basic healthcare services and reduced access to these. 
Consequently, patients who need these services may 
avoid seeking them out of fear of contracting the disease 
(WHO 2018, p. 21). For instance, in the context of the 
Ebola outbreak which began in West Africa in 2013, it 
has been theorized that limited access to non-epidemic-
related healthcare led to more deaths than the epidemic 
itself (McQuilkin et  al. 2017, p. 934). The UNFPA esti-
mates that up to 120,000 deaths could have resulted due 
to the absence of basic health care, where the scarcity of 
basic obstetric care was one of the areas of special con-
cern (UNFPA, 2014, p. 3). Nonetheless, such impacts are 
often neglected in humanitarian response plans, as this 
suffering is not the direct result of the infection but sec-
ondary effects due to an overburdened healthcare system 
(Meagher, Singh & Patel, 2020, p. 2).

In the context of COVID-19, the issue of sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH) exemplifies how the second-
ary effects of pandemics can surpass the initial effects 
(Ryan and El Ayadi 2020, p. 1409). SRH-related issues are 
among the leading causes of death for women of child-
bearing age, with 61% of maternal deaths occurring in 
countries in fragile settings (Tran et  al. 2020, p. 760). 
The outbreak of the pandemic disrupted aid delivery and 
forced the reallocation of resources to address the imme-
diate risk of the pandemic (ibid). However, women and 
girls depend on these services in humanitarian and fragile 
settings. Thus, while seemingly unrelated to COVID-19, 



Page 5 of 9Bode ﻿Journal of International Humanitarian Action             (2024) 9:9 	

“sexual and reproductive health cannot be viewed as a 
luxury” (Tran et al. 2020, p. 761). Put more drastically, as 
Stark et  al. (2020) argue, “the humanitarian community 
needs to stop assuming that lives saved from COVID-19 
infection matter more than the lives impacted by inter-
related factors, such as GBV (gender-based violence)” (p. 
2). In many social contexts, SRH remains a taboo topic, 
due to decision-making power regarding contraception 
as well as societal expectations for women, dominant 
gender norms, and stigma regarding pre-marital sex and 
adolescent pregnancies (Lokot & Avakyan 2020, p. 41). 
Thus, the provision of services related to SRH by human-
itarian organizations is paramount, and any disruption 
to them can significantly impede progress in establishing 
and maintaining them in the volatile settings of humani-
tarian operations.

Another example of a secondary effect can be observed 
in the Borno State in North-East Nigeria. The ongoing 
conflict between the government of Nigeria and non-
state actors has led to disastrous living conditions, result-
ing in millions of internally displaced persons (IDPs), 
many of whom live in camps established by Borno State 
authorities (Usman 2021, p. 55). The Borno State govern-
ment started closing IDP camps in 2021, forcing many 
civilians to either relocate or return to their areas of 
origin. Yet, this relocation was executed without ensur-
ing that the new locations were suitable, as many areas 
still had limited access to services and inadequate liveli-
hood opportunities (Global Protection Cluster 2022, p. 
4). These areas are challenging for humanitarian actors 
to reach due to security concerns but also due to govern-
ment-imposed movement restrictions implemented in 
response to COVID-19 (Niyi-Gafar & Adealakun 2022, 
p. 1). Thus, many humanitarian actors opposed these 
camp closures, as they could provide more assistance 
within the camps (ibid). However, women and girls have 
reported sexual harassment by security guards and Civil-
ian Joint Taskforce members which are guarding the gate 
to these camps (Global Protection Cluster 2022, p. 9). 
This highlights the urgency of considering the specific 
vulnerabilities faced by women and girls, which may not 
directly stem from the contagious virus that caused the 
public health crisis.

Further, in this context, it is vital to recognize that 
delivering gender-responsive relief and recovery extends 
beyond merely categorizing women as “the most vul-
nerable” and therefore providing them with increased 
support. It entails understanding how gendered power 
dynamics and systemic inequalities shape the lives and 
experiences of women and girls (Lokoyot & Avakyan 
2020, p. 42). For example, it is not the COVID-19 infec-
tion itself that increases GBV but rather gender-blind 
policies including stay-at-home orders which put many 

women and girls at greater risk of GBV (Stark et al. 2020, 
p. 1). Thus, it is crucial to acknowledge that the impacts 
of global health crises, such as COVID-19, are intercon-
nected with preexisting gender-based disparities. These 
intersections have been evident in previous health crises, 
such as the Ebola outbreak in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC) from 2018 to 2020, where a significant 
increase in GBV was observed (Stark et  al. 2020, p. 2). 
Due to limited access to safe spaces during the outbreak, 
women and girls had fewer opportunities to seek help 
and distance themselves from their abusers (IRC 2019, 
p. 1). Nevertheless, the learnings of this were not ade-
quately integrated into the humanitarian system, and the 
response efforts to COVID-19 overlooked these crucial 
GBV services, similarly as in the time of the Ebola out-
break (Stark et al. 2020, p. 2).

Data deficiency in crisis response plans
As demonstrated, addressing the multifaceted gender 
impacts of public health crises like COVID-19 neces-
sitates a response extending beyond immediate relief 
efforts. An integral component of this comprehensive 
approach and effective response involves robust data 
collection, encompassing disaggregated and informative 
data, particularly concerning the needs of women and 
girls in crises. The onset of COVID-19 underscored the 
heightened importance of data collection, as it became 
“critical more than ever” (Gazi & Gazis 2020, p. 75) in 
facilitating an adequate response. While humanitarian 
organizations encountered notable hurdles in adapting 
their data collection methods to remote strategies, the 
more overarching challenge lay in the insufficiently dis-
aggregated data across various factors, such as sex, age, 
economic status, race, geographical location, and dis-
ability (Lokot & Avakyan 2020, p. 45). Merely 40% of the 
initial data collection efforts provided age and sex disag-
gregation (Aghajanian & Page 2020, p. 2). This data defi-
ciency impedes efforts to grasp the pandemic’s impacts 
and risks marginalizing the concerns of vulnerable popu-
lation groups, particularly women and girls, within crisis 
response frameworks (UN Women 2020, p. 16).

UN Women recognized the danger of the lack of valu-
able information regarding the outbreak and its related 
consequences and worked together with the WHO to 
provide sex- and age-disaggregated data on the pan-
demic’s health impact which can be found in the Women 
Count Data Hub (UN Women 2022a). The COVID-
19 Global Gender Response Tracker, established by 
UNDP in cooperation with UN Women, which moni-
tors the COVID-19 responses on a national level around 
the world (UN Women 2022a, b) is also important to 
mention again here. While these are useful tools and 
resources, the United Nations Development Program 
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(2020a) states itself that there is a “limited availabil-
ity of sex- and age-disaggregated data, thus hampering 
the analysis of the gendered implications of COVID-19 
and the development of appropriate responses” (p. 1). 
Without this crucial information, it is more difficult for 
humanitarian workers to identify the needs of the popu-
lation, in particular women and girls.

Thus, improved needs assessment is pivotal to obtain-
ing a comprehensive understanding of the lived experi-
ences of women and girls. Additionally, this data needs to 
be contextualized within intersectional systems of power 
relations, underscoring the impact of various social 
forces and norms — such as gender, cultural, political, 
and societal — in shaping individuals’ experiences and 
needs (Ryan & El Ayadi 2020, p, 1407). An intersectional 
approach is vital to recognize how structural inequali-
ties due to gender intersect with other social inequalities, 
such as religious minorities, elderly women, and women 
and girls with disabilities which are further marginalized. 
By adopting this nuanced perspective can the reinforce-
ment of gender roles and gendered power dynamics be 
identified and addressed effectively.

Advocating for female leadership in humanitarian relief 
efforts
In humanitarian settings, which frequently emerge from 
contexts of conflict, the recognition of a gender perspec-
tive in response efforts stands as an imperative. Under-
standing the differential impacts of conflict on individuals 
based on gender is foundational for the establishment of 
a gender-sensitive humanitarian response. Moreover, the 
convergence between the provision of aid for immediate 
emergencies resulting from acute crises and the address-
ing of underlying vulnerabilities necessitates a concerted 
effort in humanitarian assistance and development 
endeavors.

Research has demonstrated that the inclusion of 
women in leadership positions correlates with a height-
ened likelihood of women’s concerns being reflected in 
global health policy (Dhatt 2020). Indeed, the involve-
ment of women enhances the effectiveness and inclu-
sivity of humanitarian responses by acknowledging 
the distinct concerns of women and girls, underscor-
ing the significance of women’s participation in global 
health governance (Patel et  al. 2020, p. 5). Conversely, 
the underrepresentation of women in leadership posi-
tions may exacerbate the impacts of crises on women 
and girls by overlooking the exacerbation of pre-existing 
gender inequalities by COVID-19 (van Daalen et al. 2020, 
p. 2). Therefore, to deliver effective response and relief 
in humanitarian settings and development activities, an 
equal gender balance in leadership positions of humani-
tarian organizations is not merely a “nice to have” but 

rather “an essential and integral component of a sound 
public health policy” (Asi et al. 2022, p. 2).

In essence, the failure to address both the direct and 
indirect effects of COVID-19 on women, girls, and 
minority groups, and the failure to leverage their exper-
tise and talent, constrains the efficacy of response efforts 
(Bali et al. 2020, p. 2). Against the backdrop of COVID-19 
and its aftermath, Bahous and Schulze (2022) assert, “Yet 
at this time of unprecedented need for coherent and sus-
tainable response, the innovation and leadership of half 
the world’s population are being largely excluded” (p. 1). 
When half of the population is marginalized in decision-
making bodies during such crises, gender biases may be 
aggravated (Bali et al. 2020, p. 2). The empirical examples 
illustrate how COVID-19 has intensified gender inequali-
ties, hindering progress towards SDG 5. Given the evi-
dence that female leaders are more inclined to prioritize 
women’s interests, female participation in leadership 
roles is aspirational to effectively address the needs of 
women and girls in humanitarian settings.

Reshaping humanitarian response: addressing 
gender disparities and power dynamics in crisis 
responses
Increasing the number of women in leadership positions 
is vital; however, it is insufficient to transform the struc-
tural barriers women face within humanitarian organiza-
tions (Gupta 2023, p. 1). As gender equality essentially 
revolves around power dynamics, the underrepresen-
tation of women in leadership positions is largely due 
to the structural obstacles and ingrained gender biases 
pervasive across all sectors, including the humanitarian 
one (Roy 2024, p. 225). Patriarchal sociocultural values 
lead to assumptions about leaders and criteria for effec-
tive leadership which echo male characteristics as stand-
ards of success (Rubenstein, Bergin & Rowe 2020, p. 97). 
As such, “organizational culture across the conflict and 
humanitarian health domain is a replication of societal 
level challenges as it is discriminatory, deeply misogy-
nistic and generally hinders women pursuing leadership 
roles” (Patel 2020, p. 6). To dismantle the structural bar-
riers women face within humanitarian organizations, a 
substantive change in terms of shifts in power imbalances 
is required. This entails taking proactive measures to 
challenge the status quo and pave the way for the future 
(Roy 2024, p. 225). Criticism of the current state of the 
humanitarian aid sector has been expressed, asserting 
“[it] is not equipped adequately for the humanitarian cri-
sis challenges posed by the twenty-first century.” (Javed 
et  al. 2021, p. 200). As Barnett (2011) argues, humani-
tarian organizations, despite their altruistic intentions, 
operate within and perpetuate existing power dynamics, 
which shape the distribution of aid and resources. These 
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imbalances need to be addressed to ensure more equi-
table and effective aid delivery. Indeed, reforms of the 
humanitarian system are continuously proceeding, but 
as Saez, Konyndky, and Warden (2021) note, these have 
failed to meaningfully address the underlying architec-
ture (p. 2). Rather, the sector’s power structures, and core 
business model, have remained the same, which continu-
ously undermine the ability of the humanitarian system 
to deliver effective responses (Khakee 2017, p. 19). This 
rigidity was particularly evident during the COVID-19 
crisis, which served as a moment to test the strength of 
the humanitarian system in the face of unprecedented 
challenges. However, instead of proving its efficiency and 
effectiveness, the humanitarian system was struggling 
to provide for the needs of the people (Asi et al. 2022, p. 
13). As Saez, Konyndky, and Warden (2021) argue, every 
crisis “is a test of how far the humanitarian system has 
changed” (p. 2). The Russian aggression in Ukraine in 
early 2022 provided another such test for the humanitar-
ian sector. With the invasion of Russia in Ukraine at the 
end of February 2022, millions of Ukrainians were imme-
diately dependent on humanitarian assistance (ICRC 
2022). Humanitarian agencies scaled up their efforts 
to deliver the much-needed aid and have continuously 
worked for months, despite the ongoing dangers posed 
by active conflict (OCHA 2022). Nonetheless, again it 
could be observed that SRH services were not prior-
itized, hindering the provision of care to women and girls 
urgently required (IAWG 2022). Hence, in March 2022, 
human rights organizations called on the international 
community to as follows:

Ensure that all humanitarian response plans, 
financing and assistance respect human rights and 
prioritize the SRH rights of all women and girls and 
marginalized populations in Ukraine and transit 
and refugee host countries, including in the Euro-
pean Union (IAWG 2022, p. 1).

This separate call to action had to be drafted and 
published, underscoring the insufficient integration of 
SRH rights into the initial response plans to adequately 
address the needs of women and girls. This examples the 
persistent lack of prioritization of women and girls’ needs 
in humanitarian settings to the extent necessary.

For improved responses to future crises, it is imperative 
to comprehensively address the concerns of women and 
girls and place these higher on the agenda from the first 
steps of response planning onwards. While numerous 
organizations commit to doing so, these commitments 
are often not translated to effective action on the ground, 
as previous examples have shown. As deliberations on 
the trajectory of the humanitarian system continue, 
increased participation of women in decision-making 

roles represents a vital step to ensuring that gender-sen-
sitive and inclusive responses are delivered to the grow-
ing number of populations in need of humanitarian aid, 
setting the foundation to build a resilient, inclusive, and 
equitable post-COVID-19 future.

Conclusion
To conclude, it is important to note that the imperative 
for women in leadership positions is not a novel con-
cern, especially in the context of COVID-19. Accordingly, 
the theme of International Women’s Day in 2021 was 
“Women in Leadership: Achieving an Equal Future in a 
COVID-19 World” (UN Women 2020). Thus, this issue 
has been recognized throughout the international com-
munity. Nonetheless, there has been a notable lack of 
scholarly attention on female leadership in the humani-
tarian sector. While this paper serves as a foundation to 
situate the current state of research, it underscores the 
need for further empirical investigations into the links 
between female representation in decision-making posi-
tions and humanitarian aid delivery.

Future research avenues may encompass assessments 
of the influence of gender-diverse leadership on organi-
zational outcomes, such as program effectiveness and 
innovation. Additionally, exploring the interplay between 
intersectional identities and access to leadership roles 
within the sector could offer nuanced insights. Longitu-
dinal studies that track changes in gender representation 
in leadership positions within humanitarian organiza-
tions over time could provide useful data for understand-
ing trends and identifying persistent barriers. Exploring 
these gaps can lead to a better comprehension of gender 
dynamics in humanitarian leadership and their impacts, 
ultimately contributing to the overarching mission of 
alleviating suffering and promoting human dignity 
worldwide.
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